


“This book is such an important contribution! I’ve worked with
countless people with eating disorders who have told me that
radically open dialectical behavior therapy (RO DBT) is the
treatment that resonates best for them. This book is the first of its
kind to make RO DBT accessible to anyone. I can’t wait to
recommend this book to my own patients!”

—Leslie Anderson, PhD, FAED, associate clinical professor at
the UC San Diego Eating Disorders Center, and coeditor of
Clinical Handbook of Complex and Atypical Eating
Disorders

“This workbook is an important contribution to the tools available
for treating eating disorders. It offers a novel and evidence-based
approach for those suffering from any eating disorder diagnosis to
augment multidisciplinary treatment with RO DBT. The style is
simple and clear, yet comprehensive and engaging. The skills and
worksheets make this workbook dynamic and interactive. I
commend the authors for this contribution and hope that many will
find recovery through it.”

—Ovidio Bermudez, MD, physician specializing in the
treatment of eating disorders

“With a sharp and inquisitive mind, scientific rigor, and deep respect
for our patients, Hall, Astrachan-Fletcher, and Simic took all this
information developed for therapists and created a very easy-to-read
and excellent research-based self-help book that targets the
emotional loneliness that typically underlies many mental health
conditions, emphasizing social signaling as the primary mechanism
of change. This book tackles complex problems and makes solutions
available to everyone.”

—Eva Ma. Trujillo Chi Vacuan, MD, FAED, CEDS, Fiaedp,
FAAP, CEO and cofounder of Comenzar de Nuevo Eating
Disorders Treatment Center; clinical professor at Escuela de
Medicina y Ciencias de la Salud, Tecnologico de Monterrey;
and past president of the Academy for Eating Disorders



“I highly recommend this workbook for those struggling with eating
disorders, and for all clinicians in the field. This book provides new
insights into the development and treatment of eating disorders,
offering what will undoubtably be a missing piece for many. The
reader is invited to explore emotional overcontrol; social signaling;
the role of playfulness and connection; and feelings such as envy,
bitterness, and shame. This is an exceptional contribution to the field
and there is simply nothing like it available to our clients. Engaging,
relatable, and refreshing, this is a book you are going to want to read
and share!”

—Anita Federici, PhD, CPsych, FAED, owner of the Centre
for Psychology and Emotion Regulation; and adjunct faculty
at York University in Toronto, ON, Canada

“Therapy workbooks are seldom ‘good reads,’ usually only coming
alive once they become part of treatment. However, this is a great
deal more than a workbook, weaving together a range of
perspectives that together provide an informative, insightful, and
thought-provoking book. I strongly recommend the book to anyone
wishing to gain new insights into how emotions and the way we
handle them—both individually and in social situations—get tangled
up in eating disorders.”

—Ivan Eisler, OBE, PhD, emeritus professor at King’s
College London, and joint head of the Maudsley Centre for
Child and Adolescent Eating Disorders
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FOREWORD

When we feel part of a tribe—we feel safe.

—T. R. Lynch

Humans are a hyper-cooperative species—more so than any other animal
species. We engage in highly complex and coordinated group activities with
non-kin and comply without resistance to requests from complete strangers.
Research shows that rather than falling apart or running amuck when
disaster strikes, most humans are calm and orderly, and work together to
help others. During times of extreme crisis, we forget about our individual
differences, backgrounds, and beliefs and unite for a common cause. For
example, ask anyone closely involved in the 9/11 crisis in New York City
the extent they were worried about whether the person they were helping
was homeless or a millionaire, religious or atheist, black or white.

A core component of this evolutionary advantage involved the
development of complex social- signaling capabilities that allowed for a
quick and safe means to evaluate and resolve conflict and to manage
potential collaborations. Our social-signaling capacities are more powerful
than most individuals realize, as they viscerally impact not only the person
we are interacting with but also our own physiology—most often at the
preconscious level. Slow-motion film analysis has robustly revealed that we
react to changes in the body movement, posture, and facial expressions of
others during interactions without ever knowing it. Indeed, we are
constantly social-signaling when around others (e.g., micro-expressions,
body movements)—even when deliberately trying not to. This means that
silence can be just as powerful as nonstop talking.

For our very early ancestors living in harsh environments, the cost of
not detecting a signal of disapproval was too high to ignore—since
banishment from the tribe* was essentially a death sentence from starvation



or predation. Consequently, we are constantly scanning the social signals of
others for signs of disapproval and are biologically predisposed to read
them as disapproving—especially when they’re ambiguous. This means we
are essentially a socially anxious species. Blank expressions, furrowed
brows, or slight frowns are often interpreted as disapproving—regardless of
the actual intentions of the sender (some people frown or furrow their brow
when concentrating). Moreover, being rejected hurts—research shows that
social ostracism triggers the same areas of the brain that are triggered when
we experience physical pain. Thus, we fear the pain of exclusion, and our
emotional well-being is highly dependent on the extent we feel socially
connected.

When I first began to develop principles for helping individuals who
experience overcontrolled coping, I was unaware of just how much the final
intervention would emphasize the importance of social signaling as a
primary mechanism of change (see radically open dialectical behavior
therapy treatment manuals; Lynch 2018a and 2018b). Overcontrolled
coping is characterized by a strong desire to control one’s environment,
restrained emotional expression, limited social interaction, problems with
close relationships, and rigid and inflexible responses to change. And it
became increasingly clear over time that the main downsides of
overcontrolled coping (often called “maladaptive overcontrol”) were
primarily social in nature. These individuals tend to be serious about life,
set high personal standards, work hard, behave appropriately, and
frequently will sacrifice personal needs to achieve desired goals or help
others; yet inwardly they often feel clueless about how to join in with others
or establish intimate bonds. For example, overcontrolled individuals tend to
perceive new or unfamiliar (especially social) situations as potentially
dangerous, so they will tend to mask or inhibit expressions of emotion,
which often damages close social bonds and leads to misunderstanding or
distrust, because it is hard for others to read their true feelings or intentions.
Often no one outside the immediate family is aware of an overcontrolled
individual’s inner psychological distress. Moreover, since self-control is
highly valued by most societies, the problems associated with excessive
inhibitory control have received little attention or have been misunderstood.
Most treatments do not recognize maladaptive overcontrol as a problem, so
most overcontrolled clients suffer in silence.



What is exciting to me is that this book represents an important means
of addressing this gap by providing step-by-step guidance on how to
address problems of overcontrol with a special emphasis on eating-
disordered (ED) problems like anorexia nervosa. Radically open dialectical
behavior therapy (RO DBT) differs from many other treatment modalities
because it does not consider restricted or ritualized eating to be the primary
problem. Instead, the focus is on social-signaling deficits interfering with
social connectedness. Thus, the book you are about to read considers
anorexia nervosa and related ED problems as symptoms or consequences of
maladaptive overcontrol (OC) coping. Research shows that perfectionistic
and overcontrolled styles of coping often precede the development of eating
disorder symptomatology. Wow!

The good news is that the book you are reading is informed by an
evidence-based treatment; the research literature supports the efficacy of
RO DBT in the treatment of overcontrolled disorders, including patients
with anorexia nervosa, autism, chronic depression, and overcontrolled
personality disorders (see Gilbert et al. 2020 for review). Secondly, this
book has been inspired and written by three of our most senior RO DBT
clinician scientists—Karyn Hall PhD, Ellen Astrachan-Fletcher PhD, and
Mima Simic MD—all of whom I have had the good fortune to collaborate
with and supervise over multiple years, and perhaps, more importantly, I
consider each a good friend. They were all intensively trained by me years
before publication of the RO DBT treatment manuals (Lynch 2018a, 2018b)
and are founding members of the RO DBT Senior Clinician Team, which
provides oversight and guidance on our ongoing dissemination efforts. I
know from personal experience that each of them actively practices the RO
skills you will read about in this book, and each has had years of experience
teaching and supervising clinicians in RO DBT. Their collective experience
made it possible for them to creatively transform core RO DBT principles
into a practical self-help guide that can be used either on its own or as a
means of supplementing professional therapy.

What is also great about this book is that it is fun to read. But that does
not mean it will be easy. Radically open living means learning how to
create a life worth sharing. A life worth sharing is worth sharing because it
is lived in a manner that accounts for the needs of others, is open to critical
feedback, and is willing to contribute to the benefit of others without always
expecting something in return. It recognizes that one cannot achieve



heightened self-awareness in isolation—that we need other people
(hopefully, our friends) to point out our blind spots. Consequently, a life
worth sharing highlights open dialogue and companionship as a core means
of personal growth. The skills in this book will not focus on how to take life
more seriously, try harder, plan ahead, or behave more appropriately in
public. Instead, the emphasis will be on skills most OC individuals find
quite difficult—resting, relinquishing control, and revealing vulnerability.
The chilling-out exercises embedded throughout the text are one (cool)
example of this. So don’t just read the text—actively practice the skills and
complete the worksheets. Because although the end result is unknowable,
the risk of change, in my opinion, is well worth it.

—Thomas R. Lynch, PhD



CHAPTER 1.  
Is This Book for You?

Welcome to The Radically Open DBT Workbook for Eating Disorders.
Perhaps you’re considering recovery from an eating disorder for the first
time, or maybe you’ve worked toward recovery before. Maybe you’ve tried
different approaches and haven’t been successful in reaching your goals.
Whatever your situation, we’re glad you’re thinking about choosing
recovery and that you’re considering the approach in this workbook.

If you’ve been in therapy before, perhaps your past treatment focused
on control of your emotions and behaviors. That’s common among a variety
of treatments. However, research shows that there’s a group of people who
experience emotional pain that interferes with their functioning, yet they
have excellent self-control. They don’t need to develop more control of
their emotions or behavior, so treatments that focus on helping them
regulate their emotions or impulses often aren’t helpful. What they need
instead is a treatment that helps them be more open with their emotional
experience and build connections with others.

A relatively new mental health treatment called radically open
dialectical behavior therapy (RO DBT) resonates with many who are
suffering from eating disorders. People we have worked with have told us
the following about RO DBT:

I’ve been in treatment for eating disorders for over a decade and
this is the first treatment that has ever felt like it gets me.

RO helps you free yourself from the rules.

RO DBT is an effective treatment for a certain group of people, but it’s
not for everyone. Are you someone who could benefit? Read on, and let’s
find out!



RO DBT: A Very Brief Intro
Knowing whether a treatment fits your personality type and addresses the
changes you need to make for psychological health is an important question to
consider before you start any treatment. This workbook is based on radically
open dialectical behavior therapy (RO DBT), an evidenced-based
transdiagnostic** treatment developed by Dr. Thomas Lynch for those who
have disorders of maladaptive*** overcontrol—a category that includes many
people with various eating disorders. RO DBT, as a transdiagnostic therapy,
doesn’t target specific diagnoses, but the personality style that underlies
different diagnoses. Dr. Lynch developed the therapy to include a weekly
individual session as well as a weekly RO DBT skills class.

Why RO DBT? Because It’s Not About the
Diagnosis
Researchers have found that it’s often important for treatment success

to consider the underlying personality style. Individuals who seek therapy
often have multiple diagnoses, yet there’s not a treatment to target all the
different combinations. For example, people who have problems with
anxiety often struggle with an eating disorder or depression. Individuals
who have a diagnosis of depression may also suffer from anxiety or an
eating disorder. Plus, individuals with one eating disorder diagnosis can,
over time—or at the same time—have symptoms of different eating
disorders. This overlap suggests that there are shared underlying causes for
different mental health diagnoses, including eating disorders. The
underlying coping or personality style can be key to treatment success. If
overcontrol is your underlying coping style, then the basic target for
treatment, based on the RO view, is loneliness: a lack of secure, intimate,
satisfying relationships with other people.

Researchers agree that interpersonal problems are evident across
different eating disorder diagnoses. For those who are overcontrolled (OC)
in their coping style—in general meaning they don’t show their emotions
easily, they’re often detail-oriented perfectionists, and they can be inflexible
in their thinking and behavior—RO DBT asserts that loneliness is a core
underlying cause of various eating disorders. And this is true even for those



who have chosen to be alone because they’ve learned being with people is
painful.

Long-standing loneliness can be a difficult experience. To be clear,
loneliness is not about the number of people you come into contact with.
You can be in the company of a large number of people and still be lonely.
It’s about whether you’re forming close connections and experiencing a
sense of belonging. Have you ever been at a party or a room full of
“friends” and felt totally alone? That’s an example of being around people
but not feeling connected.

You can suffer from loneliness and not understand the reasons or how
you inadvertently contribute to it, or how you can alleviate it. You might
believe you’re flawed as a human being or that all other people are jerks,
and you might give up on relationships. But RO DBT posits that the
loneliness stems not from any inherent flaw in you or anyone else, but from
maladaptive social signaling, which interferes with or blocks connections
with others (Lynch 2018a). In this book we’ll work with you to help build
your skills to connect with others, particularly in the area of social
signaling.

The Key Is Social Signaling
A social signal is any action or overt behavior, regardless of its form,

its intent, or the performer’s awareness, that is carried out in the presence of
another person (Lynch 2018a). This includes facial expressions, voice tone,
gestures, body posture, spoken words, and the like. Research shows that
social signaling impacts whether others want to spend time with you and
get to know you, and the formation of close, intimate relationships. RO
DBT focuses on helping you build connections and alleviate loneliness by
changing your social signaling that may be blocking connections with
others.

Meet Our Team of Individuals Working on
Recovery

We wrote this book with the help and wisdom of the individuals we are
honored to work with on their recovery. We have learned from them, and they



have contributed to and advised us about this workbook in many ways. Their
experiences help us illustrate the skills and ideas discussed throughout this
workbook. The bios below represent them, but no one bio is about any one
person.

John
I’m thirty-eight, Asian American, with a wife and two children. My
ten-year-old son is in all honors classes, and I make sure he’s an
athlete too. My eight-year-old daughter is shy, but she excels in
gymnastics. I run marathons, and my times are competitive. It’s
important to me to gain lean muscle mass. I’ve been diagnosed with
orthorexia and mild OCD, and I’m concerned about how treatment
might affect my training.

As a child, I was pretty anxious. I didn’t have many friends. I
was a little overweight until I joined the track team as a freshman
in high school. I’ve been dedicated to running since then. I began
watching my calories carefully in college. I wanted to be thinner to
improve my running time. Then I cut out all fats and sugars so I
could be as lean as possible. I allowed myself limited carbs only on
the nights before marathons.

I run a minimum of five miles a day regardless—no excuses. I
don’t go out with friends, because I can’t eat what I want to eat in
restaurants, and most of the time people want to get together
around food. My wife and I had some pretty difficult arguments
about it, but she’s started to socialize with friends without me. I
worry about that sometimes, but I don’t want to change my routine.
I feel awkward around most people anyway.

Suzi
I’m a twenty-four-year-old African American woman, pursuing my
doctorate in education. I’m in treatment for bulimia and self-harm
behaviors. When I was fifteen, I developed anorexia.

In the past nine years I’ve been admitted (and readmitted) to
various inpatient, residential, partial hospitalization, intensive
outpatient, and outpatient therapy programs. When I increase my



calorie intake and gain weight, I become distraught, so recovery
has been tough.

All my life I’ve been a perfectionist. I have thoughts that I
need to punish myself, especially after my planned and secret late
night binge-and-purge episodes. I lie to my boyfriend to hide my
bingeing and purging, and then I feel so bad about lying that I hurt
myself again, because I deserve to be punished. He’s a good guy,
and I hate lying to him.

My parents have always been there for me, and I feel guilty
that my behaviors cause them pain. I don’t want to burden them,
and to be honest, I don’t want them to interfere with what I want to
do, so I don’t tell them when I struggle, and I don’t ask for help. I
don’t feel close to my two sisters, as they are always competing with
me. I can’t help it if I win all the time.

Amy
I’m an eighteen-year-old Caucasian woman in my senior year of
high school, and I’ve been diagnosed with anorexia. I’ve also been
diagnosed with depression and was misdiagnosed with borderline
personality disorder. I’m pretty anxious too. As long as I can
remember, I’ve been a high achiever and competitive.

When I was twelve, my grandmother died. I was so close to
her. When I was fourteen, my father divorced my mother and moved
to live abroad. I didn’t see him again. It’s like he forgot about me,
my sister, and Mom. I was hurt and sad as well. I turned to my
older sister, Rachel, but she just told me “don’t be a baby,” and to
stop crying and showing emotions, because I was upsetting our
mother. So I learned to bottle up my sadness and restrict my eating,
to numb my emotions.

I engaged in self-harm when I couldn’t stop dwelling that
others were better than me in classes and sports, or after arguments
with my mother. I secretly planned when I would self-harm and
would cut in places not visible to others. That helped numb my
emotions too. When my mother put pressure on me to eat more and
gain some weight, I would harm myself more.

Whenever I think that my control is taken away from me, I feel
misunderstood and get angry and dismissive, and I criticize those



who are close to me. I say hateful things, and I have an angry
“frozen” face. A childhood friend once described me as being
“brutal” in my approach to others.

I see myself as an awful person—unlovable and unlikeable.
People my age reject me, and it hurts when they leave me out of
their get-togethers. At the same time, I’ve outgrown most of the
people my age that I know—they are pretty childish, silly, and
immature. They also gossip too much. I’m good at academic work,
but even when I was younger, I spent most of my time at school on
my own. I felt depressed and lonely.

I saw a therapist before—my mother insisted. The therapist
wasn’t helpful, and I felt even more hopeless. I wanted to just give
up. The doctor got worried about my low weight and tried to get me
to go to residential or inpatient. I just wanted to be left alone. I
made three suicide attempts, and then I was admitted to a
psychiatric hospital.

Stephanie
I’m thirty-two years old and Caucasian. I live with my parents. I
work part time at a grocery store, though I wish I had a better job. I
hate that I didn’t complete college, have never lived on my own,
and have never had a date. There’s so much that I haven’t done,
because I’ve been anorexic since I was ten. I want to be financially
independent, live on my own, go out with friends, have a girlfriend,
and travel the world. I am so envious of people my age who have
friends and are married. I am lonely, but I’ll never have friends or
a wife, because I’m simply different from other people and will
never fit in. My family is the reason I don’t have any kind of life—
all they do is sit home and watch television, and my sister
constantly talks about how you’re nobody if you don’t go to college.
I get so angry with all of them, then I’m really awful to them. I think
I’m an evil person. When I do go out, I feel so self-conscious that I
just try to be invisible. I don’t know how to talk with people, and I
can’t think of what to say. I’m socially inept, so I stay quiet for fear
of saying the wrong thing and being seen as a loser.

I’m having some significant health issues as a result of my
severe anorexia. Sometimes I regret not choosing to recover when I



was younger. I just want a guarantee that I’ll be happier and
successful if I recover. What will I have if I don’t have the anorexia?

Antonio
I’m forty-six, Hispanic, male, and recently divorced. I’ve been
diagnosed with binge eating disorder. I currently reside in my
sister’s basement. I was fired from my job. My manager said I
couldn’t get along with people. I have so much stress—the stress of
my recent job loss, my divorce, the lack of structure in my day, and
having bills I can’t pay. I try not to think about it all, so I stay up
late at night playing video games. I also binge until two or three in
the morning, either ordering in take-out or going out for snacks
from stores or restaurants that are open late. I try not to eat in the
late afternoon and evening, but I have to eat before I can fall
asleep.

I usually sleep late, and I’m not hungry for breakfast. I don’t
eat until I have a “healthy” lunch with my sister and her family,
and they complain about my lifestyle. They think I’m lazy. I restrict
what I eat during the day to make up for the binge I had the night
before, because I want to lose weight and get back on track. I live
in a high-weight body, and I’ve been taunted and bullied my entire
life due to my size. In childhood, my mother put me on diets,
weighed me, and said I couldn’t eat sweets, because I was too fat.
She was trying to help, but I think it just made everything worse.

The individuals on our recovery team all have different diagnoses,
including anorexia and orthorexia, binge eating, bulimia, depression,
anxiety disorders, and obsessive compulsive disorder. What they all have in
common, though, is an overcontrolled coping style, which is at the root of
the different types of distress they experience. Clinical practice and
emerging research show that to treat an eating disorder, it’s better to address
the underlying cause of the disorder, such as overcontrolled coping, rather
than the overt problem (e.g., the anorexia). For example, you can see the
trunk and limbs of a tree, but the roots are not so obvious. If we were to
remove the limbs of the tree (similar to addressing the restriction, purging,
binge eating, or other symptoms of an eating disorder), the roots would be
left untouched (the overcontrolled personality style). Just as treating the



roots of a tree can make the limbs healthier, treating the overcontrol can
affect the maladaptive eating disorder emotions and behaviors, by making it
easier for an ED sufferer to live their values, express themselves more
openly, be more flexible, and connect with others.

Treating overcontrolled coping (the roots of the tree) is a promising
new way to effectively treat various eating disorders. That’s the approach
that we’ll be using in this workbook.

This Book Is for You If…
So back to the question—is this book for you? The RO DBT approach is
transdiagnostic, and it focuses on helping individuals with maladaptive
overcontrol (OC) build connections. If you have an eating disorder and have
OC traits like perfectionism, reserve, inhibited expression of emotions, and
rigidity, then this book might be for you.

In chapters to come, we’ll take a closer look at what it means to have
OC traits and whether that fits your coping style. But first, a brief but
important announcement.

You Still Need a Team
We strongly recommend that in addition to this workbook, you work

with a treatment team, including a physician and nutritionist. While it’s
critical to address interpersonal connections as part of your recovery from
ED, success in recovery requires that your body and mind have the
necessary nutrition—and having a supportive physician and nutritionist you
can turn to is crucial for this.

Who’s on your treatment team? Who can help you be physically able
to create the life you want to share—a life that is based on your values?

Medical Experts. Your safety comes first. A medical evaluation with a
physician experienced in assessing the physical effects of eating disorders is
imperative. Serious and important medical problems are not necessarily
obvious. Depending on the results of your medical evaluation, you may
need to be monitored by a physician on a regular basis. If you are purging,
have a history of purging, or if you are restricting intake, having regular



medical appointments to monitor your health is important. Many eating-
disorder behaviors can be damaging to your health—even life threatening.

If you are struggling with food restriction, binge eating, or purging
(including exercise) that jeopardizes your health or your quality of life, you
will need to work with a nutritionist who has expertise in eating disorders.
Many individuals with eating disorders are knowledgeable about nutrition.
You may be one of those people. But facing fears about food, challenging
food rules (such as eating food only of a certain color or only at certain
times, or only having one thing that tastes yummy in a single day), and
adding foods to a restricted diet often is a tough challenge. These challenges
are best done in cooperation with trusted specialists, your nutritionist, and a
medical expert. Having a treatment team working with you can assure you
are medically safe while addressing the issues of overcontrolled coping.

Working with a Therapist. If you are seeing a therapist (which we
recommend), then you and your therapist can use the exercises and
assignments in this workbook to supplement your work in sessions.

Moving Forward
As we go forward, you’ll notice that RO DBT offers different ideas than you
may be used to considering. For example, RO uses humor in a specific way. As
you read, you may see jokes, puns, and laughter (tee hee). It’s all in the service
of not taking ourselves too seriously. It’s about responding to what life brings
us with a sense of kindness and an awareness that we’re all fallible. Life is
unpredictable, and we can be open to joy, like the kind we often find in humor.
It’s about learning lightness and flexibility.

So you’ve got your treatment team. Now what? Are you ready? Drum
roll, please. Let’s take a look at whether you lean to OC.



CHAPTER 2.  

Self-Assessment

In general, there are two overall personality styles that researchers have
identified that underlie chronic mental disorders and contribute to the
development of different coping patterns: undercontrolled (UC) and
overcontrolled (OC) personalities (Lynch 2018a). Are you ready to find out
whether you lean toward OC? Some of us will, and some won’t—but, duh,
having a personality is not a problem. Having one is kind of important!
We’d be pretty boring without one!

Individuals who are undercontrolled were highly excitable as children.
They had difficulty following rules and delaying gratification. If candy was
available, they would eat it right away. As adults, under controlled people
tend to be erratic, loud, dramatic, and highly expressive, and they have poor
distress tolerance—that is, a poor ability to manage emotions they find
uncomfortable. They are often a lot of fun to be around and tend to enjoy
parties and celebrations. They may do things in the moment without
thinking of the consequences (Lynch 2018a). Does that describe you? If not,
consider the other possibility.

Individuals who have an overcontrolled coping style were shy and
timid as children. As adults, they are more rule governed, often with a
compulsive need for structure and order; they may be perfectionistic. They
have a strong sense of justice and social obligation. They have a strong
ability to control their behavior and often plan ahead. They may control or
hide their emotions from others and often have trouble expressing their
emotions and opinions. When you are overcontrolled, it can be difficult to
relax, make friends, and feel like part of a group or community (Lynch
2018a). Maybe that describes you? If you think it might, let’s take a more
in-depth look at overcontrol.



One of the keys differences between OC and UC individuals is self-
control. A number of treatment approaches are based on helping someone
with an UC coping style develop their ability to regulate and manage their
behavior and emotions. But individuals who are overcontrolled already
have high self- control. They are not causing riots or yelling at people in the
street. They are hyper-detail-focused perfectionists who tend to see
“mistakes” everywhere (including in themselves) and tend to work harder
than most to prevent future problems without making a big deal out of it.
Individuals with an OC style are not likely to benefit from a treatment based
on the needs of someone who is undercontrolled. And that’s exactly what
we’re hearing from people dealing with eating disorders.

In many ways, self-control is a good thing to have. If you’re having
surgery, you want a detail-oriented and perfectionistic surgeon with a lot of
self-control! But can you have too much self-control? If you’re
overcontrolled in all situations, it can get in your way. For example, when
your friends are hanging out eating pizza, and you are not able to just chill
—or when you have rigid rules about buying groceries and spend hours and
hours in the supermarket—that’s interfering with your relationships and
having a life worth sharing. If you can’t let go and have a good time with
your friends, voice your opinions in a group, enjoy a spontaneous night out,
or let go and dance at a party, you’re missing out on fun and connections
with friends, which are necessary components of a full, satisfying life. So
yes, you can have too much control. Hmm, I imagine that you’re saying,
“Let’s get to the assessment already!” Okay, okay, here you go.

Assessments
The following assessments will help you determine if you lean to OC. These
are not measures of pathology. Having an OC personality style is not a
problem; in fact, you can have a very high score on OC, and it doesn’t mean
you have a problem. But if you have an eating disorder, knowing whether you
are OC is important in identifying the right treatment approach for you,
including whether the principles of RO DBT in this workbook could be
helpful. To begin, complete the Paired Word Checklist below, and answer
some questions about your personality traits and OC characteristics.



Paired Word Checklist
The Paired Word Checklist (Lenz et al. 2021) was developed to

identify OC traits. With each pair of words, place a check mark on the one
that most fits your personality as you truly are, not as you wish you were
and not as you think you should be. If you really struggle to pick between
two words, think about which word you were most like as a young child
around the age of four or five.

Column A Column B

 Bossy  Accommodating

 Risk-taking  Cautious

 Unpunctual  Punctual

 Chaotic  Organized

 Laid back  Hardworking

 Extreme  Orderly

 Fearless  Think before acting

 Misbehaving  Disciplined

 Careless  Precise

 Wild  Proper

 Impatient for reward  Patient for reward

 Slacker  Perfectionist



Column A Column B

 Untidy  Tidy

 Rebellious  Obedient

 Playful  Formal

 Stubborn  Compliant

 Aggressive  Submissive

Do you have more check marks in column A or column B? If you have
more in B, you probably tend to be OC. If you have more in A, then you
likely lean to being more UC. But let’s not rush to an answer yet—let’s get
some more information about your personality style.

Consider the assessment questions below (Lynch 2018a, 80). You may
want to ask your friends what they think too. We often don’t see ourselves
as clearly as our friends do. For example, if your whole family lives in a
careful and planned way, you may not even realize that style is so
organized. It will just seem normal to plan your conversation or to have a
color-coded task list for your vacations, because that’s what you’ve always
done. You may not consider yourself cautious, careful, and orderly when in
fact you are.

Assessment Questions
1. Do you believe it is important to do things properly or in the

right way?

2. Are you a perfectionist—meticulous, driven to achieve, always
striving to do your best at anything you try, and pushing others
to do the same?

3. Are you cautious and careful about how you do things?

4. Do you prefer order and structure? Are you organized?



5. Do you like to plan ahead? Do you think before acting?

6. Are you able to delay pleasure or satisfying a desire that you
have? Are you able to not act on a sudden strong and
unreflective urge or desire?

7. Do you consider yourself conscientious? Are you dutiful?

8. Is it hard to impress you?

9. Does it take time to get to know you?

10. Are you likely to not reveal your opinion immediately but wait
until you get to know someone better?

If you’re still not sure, consider the following characteristics of OC
individuals (Lynch 2018). Do you tend to fall on the OC side?

Identifying OC Characteristics
There are some biological factors that influence the way OC

individuals perceive the world. Consider the following questions about
threat sensitivity; impulsivity, novelty, and risk taking; reward sensitivity;
inhibitory control; and processing of details.

SENSITIVITY TO THREAT
Sensitivity to threat is a term for how likely you are to perceive a given

situation as threatening. Check off the option below that best applies to you.

A. Do you enjoy new situations? If you see a group of people
gathering together, do you see that as an opportunity to have fun?

B. Do you see a gathering of people as scary? Do you get a bit
anxious when you see a group of people?

If you chose B, that may reflect a biologically based high threat
sensitivity, which individuals with OC often have. Let’s take a closer look.

Stephanie has no friends. She values education and wants a college
degree but doesn’t take courses because she is afraid of not getting
an A, which she sees as a failure. She thinks that everyone she
meets rejects her as a loser, so she avoids being around people.



Whenever she is in a social situation, she feels panicked and
withdraws. She tries to disappear by pulling back and being quiet,
and she sees her anorexia as a way of disappearing from a scary
world. Though she likes to cook, she doesn’t cook for others,
because she thinks they might laugh at her efforts. When she passes
someone in the hallway, if they don’t smile at her, she believes they
are angry with her.

Stephanie is an example of someone with high threat sensitivity, which
means that you are likely to perceive threats faster and more frequently than
other individuals.

In general, how safe do you feel as you go through your day? When
you’re in threat mode, you are alert for danger and tend to see situations
that aren’t obviously safe as being dangerous. When you’re in threat, your
body is oriented toward fight or flight or freezing in place. You feel
anxious. You’re not able to act in friendly ways and you’re not giving the
signals that are interpreted by others as friendly and cooperative, such as a
genuine smile, melodious voice, and/or a playful manner.

Imagine that you are getting ready to go to a party with friends, but
don’t know who will be there. If you have high threat sensitivity, you
probably are not wholeheartedly looking forward to the party and the fun
you will have. Quite the opposite. You are likely to be somewhat
uncomfortable and wondering what the party and the people will be like,
perhaps imagining the ways it could go wrong.

There are many ways that you may perceive threat in social situations.
For example, social interactions can be threatening because individuals who
have maladaptive OC coping tend to overly focus on performance, and
social comparisons. So social interactions become a contest as to who
makes the most money, who has the most education, who is the thinnest,
who is the most skillful in conversations, or who has the most friends. You
can have a fear of “losing” in the world of social comparisons.

Another way social interactions can be threatening is because of fear
of rejection. Research shows that individuals with eating disorders tend to
pay more attention to rejecting faces (rather than accepting faces) in social
situations (Cardi et al. 2011). If you perceive threats in social interactions
and tend to overly focus on that threat, it’s difficult to enjoy gatherings.
There are many ways you may attempt to cope with this. You may spend



time compulsively rehearsing conversations or carefully planning what you
will wear. Or sometimes, you might ultimately choose to not show up.

IMPULSIVITY, NOVELTY, AND RISK TAKING
How likely are you to be spontaneous?

A. Do you seek out new, exciting experiences or enjoy doing new
activities that aren’t planned? Do you get pleasure in taking
unplanned risks?

B. Do you prefer a predictable schedule, doing activities that you
know well, and only engage in risky behavior if it’s planned in
advance and well thought out?

Stephanie has a rigid schedule that she follows; she does the same
activities every day. Going to an unfamiliar restaurant is not
something she enjoys, particularly if she hasn’t had a chance to
check out the menu ahead of time. She becomes agitated if her
parents have unexpected guests, and though she says she wants to
travel, she becomes worried and upset if a trip is planned, then
wishes she had never agreed to go.

Stephanie, who is OC, avoids novel experiences and risk taking. When
you avoid novel experiences, you don’t do activities that aren’t familiar to
you, and you don’t do things if the outcome is uncertain. You might go
skydiving, but only after you research the event carefully beforehand and
plan it well. Individuals who are UC, on the other hand, may crave doing
something new. They look forward to exploring a new area of town, find
delight in tasting new foods, or attending an event for the first time. They
may be daredevils who find risk taking exciting.

SENSITIVITY TO REWARDING EXPERIENCES
How easily do you get excited and experience pleasure? This is a

measure of how sensitive you are to reward—another factor in determining
whether your personality is predominantly OC or UC.

A. Do you often feel spontaneous joy? Are you giddy and
enthusiastic? Do you have difficulty sleeping when something new or
celebratory is going to happen?



B. Do you see social gatherings as obligatory and don’t enjoy parties?
Is it rare that you’re excited about social events?

John avoids socializing as he does not believe he can eat healthy
enough unless he eats at home, and most social situations involve
food. He also wants to be in bed by nine so he can be up to run at
four every morning. His wife sees friends without him. He insists
that he is fine with that, because he feels awkward around most
people anyway.

Reward sensitivity is the set point where something is evaluated as
rewarding or potentially rewarding. John has low reward sensitivity,
particularly around social interactions, which is characteristic of OC
individuals. When you have low reward sensitivity, you are less likely to be
enthusiastic about upcoming experiences that others eagerly anticipate and
you enjoy them less when they are happening.

For the person who is OC, rewards are likely to be tied to perceived
accomplishments, including detecting errors, achieving goals, finishing a
project. and resisting temptations (Lynch 2018a). At the beginning of
treatment, when you are seeing the world through your eating-disorder
eyes, you may get a sense of accomplishment when you’re acting in your
eating disorder, and this can feel like a reward. Stephanie, who feels she has
little to be proud of, has a sense of reward when she restricts her calorie
consumption and doesn’t eat dessert or “bad foods.” John has a sense of
reward when he runs five miles on Thanksgiving and sticks to his strict diet.
At times, others may even validate these behaviors as an accomplishment.
This can increase the ambivalence about recovery.

Someone with a high reward sensitivity is likely to enjoy interacting
with others, and they tend to approach interactions, even something as
simple as talking with the barista in a coffee shop, with anticipation of a
positive experience. When you have low reward sensitivity, however, you
don’t expect interactions with others to be positive and rewarding, and you
don’t particularly enjoy them. Sometimes it seems like a waste of time.
When you haven’t enjoyed social interactions in the past, then you don’t
anticipate enjoying them in the future. So why would OC individuals attend
social events at all?

OC individuals have a strong sense of social obligation and
dutifulness; they have a willingness to make sacrifices to care for others and



do what is expected of them. So while you aren’t looking forward to the
party, you go anyway. After all, it’s a work event, or it’s a networking
opportunity, your mother’s eighty-fourth birthday, or a charity affair.
Attending is the right thing to do! This also speaks to the high level of
inhibitory control OC people have.

INHIBITORY CONTROL
How likely is it that your self-control is such that you won’t show your

feelings or act on urges? Self-control includes the way you express
thoughts, emotions, and your behaviors. And inhibitory control means you
can voluntarily inhibit your behavior and emotions. The first set of
questions below is about emotions and thoughts and the second is about
behavior.

A. Do you express your emotions in big ways, say whatever comes to
your mind, and show your every emotion on your face?

B. Do you hide your emotions and not show them to others? Do you
carefully consider what you say to others? Are you able to resist
acting on urges, if you choose to? Do you appear to others that you
are in control most of the time?

Amy was very close to her grandmother, who died when she was
twelve years old. Her father divorced her mother and moved
abroad when she was fourteen. Her mother, who had been suffering
from depression throughout her life, became severely depressed
following her husband’s departure. Amy’s older sister told her that
she should stop “being a baby” and should stop crying or showing
her emotions, because she was upsetting their mother. Amy learned
to bottle up her sadness and keep a smile on her face. She started
restricting her eating in order to numb her emotions.

Individuals like Amy, who tend toward OC, have high inhibitory
control (Lynch 2018a). They can restrict their eating, even when they’re
hungry, and they can block the expression of emotions such as sadness or
anger. You don’t act on your emotions without thinking it through. You
have the capability to appear to tolerate distress well, despite the pain
you’re feeling inside. In public, you don’t scream, attack others, or demand
that others help you. On the inside, you may feel like you want to explode,



but other people see none of that. They see you sitting quietly without any
expression or with a smile on your face, so they think you’re fine. If you
engage in self-harm like cutting, you do so in a planned and secretive way
rather than in the spur of the moment.

The problem is that when you do not show your emotions in an open
way, others tend to not trust you or want to connect with you. You tend to
be serious, unexcitable, and not easily impressed. You can seem aloof to
others, distant and detached, and slow to warm up. You may have a feeling
of being different from others because of this seeming lack of emotion. And
you may not get your needs met, because you aren’t expressing them.

What about inhibitory control as you apply it to your behavior?

A. Do you often make decisions impulsively, without thinking them
through, and act without thinking?

B. Do you regularly plan your actions, think through decisions
carefully, and keep to your planned schedule for the most part?

Suzi has learned that when her college classmates get together, she
just can’t count on what they will do. They make spontaneous
decisions without much thought and little or no planning. A friend
who says she’s on a diet will impulsively eat candy. Another friend
will go dancing because someone asked, though she hasn’t
completed an important paper due the next day. Instead of
watching a movie as planned, her roommate may ask friends over
for pizza just because she thought of it. When her friends recently
went to Chinatown on the spur of the moment, Suzi made an excuse,
because she hadn’t planned to go out—she had scheduled that time
to study. She was annoyed they were so unpredictable. She carefully
plans her daily schedule, including how she’ll exercise and what
she’ll eat, and when her schedule is disrupted, she becomes
irritable.

OC individuals desire life circumstances to be predictable. So in ways
similar to Suzi, they become anxious when events aren’t planned. They
have low impulsivity and don’t typically make decisions without thinking
them through carefully. They are usually responsible and do what is
required versus what feels good in the moment.



Having high inhibitory control has its good points for sure. It gives you
determination and persistence. You can inhibit the desire for a new pair of
shoes and instead invest your money for retirement. You work hard to
achieve goals such as promotions or degrees. You can postpone reading a
book you love in order to finish a project at work or study for an exam. This
determination can help you achieve difficult goals.

But having strong determination and persistence can also keep you
stuck in situations that aren’t desirable. People who develop restrictive
eating disorders (though some may have occasional lapses in sustaining the
restriction) usually fall in the extreme spectrum of being both determined
and persistent and exceptionally cautious and worried about change. John’s
strong determination and persistence means he runs marathons regularly,
despite the grueling hours he spends in training and the damage to his body.
Stephanie is determined to stick to her regimen of food and exercise,
despite health issues that keep her from living her values.

PROCESSING OF DETAILS
How focused are you on the details? Do you see the forest or the trees

—or do you see every vein in every leaf? Detail focus is another
indicator of an OC personality.

A. Is it easy for you to see the big picture, such as the end result of a
big project or the overall appearance of a room? Do you often
underestimate or overlook the details, such as the work needed to
complete the project?

B. Do you tend to focus on details, such as typos, objects out of place,
inaccurate details, and changes in appearances? Is it hard for you to
move your attention away from mistakes and errors or objects out of
place?

On a date a few years ago, Suzi’s date wore a shirt with a small
spot on the collar. She liked him, he was an engaging
conversationalist, but she couldn’t focus on anything other than the
spot. She just couldn’t believe he would go on a first date with a
spot on his collar. Halfway through the date she decided he was not
the one for her and wouldn’t consider another date. That spot was
just too much for her.



It could be books slightly out of place, a piece of lint on the floor, or a
typographical error, but individuals with OC coping style often notice
details that others don’t. Some also have a strong urge to correct what they
see as out of place or wrong, regardless of whether it damages relationships.
For example, when John’s wife or his colleagues tell a story, John interrupts
to correct small details that don’t really affect the meaning or point of the
story. It spoils the fun of the moment. And when this happens over and
over, they begin to resent it and try not to tell stories around him. At the
same time, John also notices important details, such as when checks are
written for an incorrect amount and when there is a change in the car’s tire
pressure.



§

So what are your results to these paired questions? Did you answer
mostly A or mostly B? If you answered mostly B, that would indicate an
overcontrolled personality style.

Now you probably have an idea if the characteristics of OC fit you.
But some of you may still have questions. Let’s take a look at some special
issues that might make it more difficult to determine if you are OC.

Special Issues
Temperament is determined by your genetics and biology. But life experiences
can alter your coping behavior and how your temperament appears to others.
One of those experiences is a traumatic event.

Trauma
A traumatic experience can alter people’s approaches to life. One of

the core messages in RO DBT is: “we don’t see life as it is, we see it as we
are.” Therefore, it is important to note that someone might start life with an
undercontrolled temperament (born more reward sensitive, novelty seeking,
globally focused in their processing, impulsive, with low inhibitory control)
but a traumatic experience can make them look like they are overcontrolled.
The fear that resulted from the trauma prevents them from being impulsive,
seeking new experiences, and taking risks. The general idea is that once the
trauma is grieved or addressed, the person will go back to being their
previously undercontrolled self. If you’ve experienced trauma, then the best
way to identify your temperament is to consider what your temperament
was like before the traumatic event or when you were around age four or
five.

Emotional Leakage



As we have discussed, one of the common traits of being OC is having
superior inhibitory control, which enables you to hold in your distress, the
emotions you feel, and your reactions to things that happen to you. When a
person uses this inhibitory control to hold in their emotions … and they
hold in their emotions … and they hold in their emotions, what might
happen? … KABOOM! Or, wait—shhhh—kaboom. (Let’s not draw
attention to ourselves now or get too expressive!) When typically inhibited
emotions like anger or frustration come out unbidden and at a higher
intensity than the person is comfortable exhibiting, this is called “emotional
leakage” (Lynch 2018a). When OC people have episodes of emotional
leakage, it sometimes leads them to believe they have no control and to
decide they are UC.

How does one know the difference between emotional leakage and
being undercontrolled emotionally? To answer this, we need to ask some
questions. First, where do you show strong emotions? Those who are
undercontrolled in their coping usually feel comfortable expressing
emotions anywhere, anytime, with anyone, and at relatively higher
intensity. Those who are more overcontrolled will first and foremost show
emotions in private (in the shower, in the car, any time they are alone).

Sometimes OCs are comfortable showing emotions with a few trusted
friends and family members. Extremely rarely will an OC be routinely
emotional in public, and when they do, it’s often due to issues of moral
certitude—the conviction that there is only one “right” way of doing
something. When one expresses emotion due to moral certitude, it’s
basically about, “I need to teach you a lesson!” Emotional leakage can
manifest in emotional displays, but it can also manifest as behaviors that
make you feel out of control, like bingeing and purging or self-harm (Lynch
2018a).

Self-Harm
When a person frequently uses self-harm as a way of coping, they are

often given the diagnosis of borderline personality disorder (BPD).
However, our experience is that many people diagnosed with BPD and who
self-harm are actually overcontrolled—and there are differences in their
self-harm behavior from the behavior of someone who is undercontrolled.



As an example, when someone who leans toward UC self-harms, the
self-harm behavior is often impulsive. The physical pain can effectively
distract them from feeling so much emotional pain, and when the body is
hurt, the brain releases chemicals that numb pain—and that’s a relief. The
relief can reinforce the self-harm behavior, making it more likely to reoccur.
UC people are also typically quite open with others about their behavior
and readily show their scars.

The self-harm behavior of those who tend to be OC, on the other hand,
is often planned or even ritualized as a way to punish themselves. This can
be based on personal rules such as the good deserve rewards and the bad
deserve punishment. If I believe I am bad, then I need punishment to make
things okay. The self-harm is most often for them and them alone, so it is
typically done privately, on parts of the body that cannot be publicly seen,
and it is seldom talked about. The OC individual may learn to take care of
the self-harm wounds so there is no need to see a doctor.

So What’s the Outcome?
What do you think? Do you tend to OC? If you’ve identified yourself as
having an OC coping style that is getting in your way of forming relationships
and having a life worth sharing, then this book is for you. The information and
exercises in the following chapters will focus on helping you develop a close
connection with at least one other person by helping you change your social
signaling. You’ll learn to be more open with your own emotional experience,
experiment with breaking some of the rules you’ve learned to follow about
how you or others should behave, and let go of ED behaviors that come from
overcontrolled coping and loneliness.

How to Use This Book
First, this book is not intended to be read quickly from front to back, although
you might notice the urge to do that (tee hee). We suggest you approach this
workbook with curiosity and an open mind, taking your time to absorb each
lesson and how it applies to you. RO may offer different ideas than you may be
used to considering.



While knowledge is important, behavior change comes from practice.
We’ll ask you to try new activities, new ways of interacting, and to practice
new skills. If you practice wholeheartedly, really throwing yourself into it,
you might even find that you enjoy doing something new! (Tee hee!)

So here’s the deal. In RO DBT, we expect that you’ll experience some
discomfort. After all, trying new behaviors and changing old patterns
usually includes uneasiness (remember the characteristics of OC?). In RO
DBT we believe that paying attention to your emotional discomfort is a way
of learning about yourself and from there determining if the behaviors
you’re currently doing really serve you and your goals. So buckle your seat
belt, and let’s get started!



CHAPTER 3.  

Values and Valued Goals

Some of the first steps for recovery include reflecting on your values,
asking yourself whether you are living consistently with your values, and
thinking about your psychological health. In RO DBT, psychological health
means being connected to others, having the ability to respond flexibly to
whatever comes your way, and being receptive and open to new experiences
and disconfirming feedback—feedback that doesn’t necessarily fit with
what you think and believe—in order to learn (Lynch 2018a, 31).

When you live according to your values, your life has direction and
meaning, based on what’s really important to you. Psychological health
affects how you handle stress, adjust to changes in life, and ultimately
affects your overall sense of well-being.

In this chapter, you’ll increase your awareness of how closely you live
according to what you think is important in life (and in what ways you
don’t!). You’ll also learn the characteristics of psychological health as
proposed by RO DBT, which can serve as a guide as you make changes and
give you a structure to identify areas you want to strengthen. You’ll use the
life skills you learn in this chapter throughout the rest of the workbook and
hopefully much longer. Wow, just a few small things to think about, huh?

Oh, and remember to also have fun and chill out. Now and then, take a
few minutes to relax, play a game, get some tea or water, or otherwise be
kind to yourself. We’ll insert a “chill out break” regularly to remind you!

Values
Okay, back to work! Knowing what’s important to you—really deep down,
hard core, no-holds-barred important (Get the idea? Like really super



important!)—is your personal motivation in recovery. Making changes is a
challenge. Recovery is tough. Your values—the basic and fundamental beliefs
that guide or motivate your attitudes or actions and that help you to determine
what is important to you—help you stay on track and support and guide you as
you make decisions. Values, when you use them, give your life meaning,
direction, and support you through adversity (Markway and Ampel 2018). To
better understand how this works, let’s take a look at Stephanie’s values.

I used to think that the most important thing to me was my schedule
and predictability. But through treatment, I realized that my top
core values include closeness with my family, independence,
education, achieving excellence in the things I do, and cultivating
good friendships. I really feel strongly about these values, and I’m
embarrassed to say I haven’t been living them at all. Sticking to my
schedule felt crucial, so much so that I put it above my
relationships with my family and others.

My life continues to be about my schedule. Keeping to my
schedule includes eating the same foods at the same time, no matter
what. It often leads to my not accepting invitations to do something
fun, though I hate that I have no friends. I don’t spend time with
guests who visit our home, and I resent their being there. If anyone
interrupts my routine, I rage. I yell and accuse them of all kinds of
stuff. I hate that I can be so rigid about my routine that I act so
horribly to others. Plus I miss out on a lot. If someone does invite
me out to eat, I don’t go because I wouldn’t know what to say and I
couldn’t be sure there would be something I would eat. I feel so
lonely. I have no one. I know how this sounds, you know, like I’m
putting myself in this situation with my choices, but I also don’t
want to lose control and risk the certainty I have. What if I gave up
my routines and still nobody liked me, and life didn’t get any
better?

Through therapy I’m learning that in order to live by my
values, I need to be more flexible and make different choices, such
as prioritizing my relationship with my family and making friends
over my schedule and my food choices. It’s not easy. But I’ve
learned to ask myself, “Is what I’m doing consistent with my
values?”



You’ll see Stephanie identified some values—things she wants her life
to be about—and that these are distinct from the priorities she’s held up to
this point. Her values are also distinct from goals (which we’ll talk about in
a little bit).

Identifying Your Values
Now it’s your turn. Most people have five to seven core values. To

identify your top five values, begin by using the following list to circle
about ten values that are most important to you. Think about your honest
values here, regardless of what anyone else might think.

Accomplishment

Accountability

Assertiveness

Balance

Boldness

Bravery

Community

Compassion

Competence

Connection

Cooperation

Courage

Creativity

Curiosity

Decisiveness

Dependability

Effectiveness

Excellence

Faith

Family

Friendship

Fun

Generosity

Honesty

Integrity

Independence

Intimacy

Kindness

Knowledge

Leadership

Learning

Love

Loyalty

Mastery

Moderation

Openness

Patience

Peace

Persistence

Playfulness

Responsibility

Security

Service to others

Sharing

Simplicity

Skillfulness

Spontaneity

Status

Strength

Success

Transparency

Trust

Truthfulness

Understanding

Unity

Wealth

After you have chosen ten, go back and narrow the list still further to
the five values that are the most important. Make sure at least one of these
final five is about relationships with others.



List Your Top Five Core Values
1.  

 

2.  
 

3.  
 

4.  
 

5.  
 

Now that you’ve identified your values, you’re ready to consider your
valued goals.

Valued Goals
Your valued goals are the specific ways you intend to act on the values

you hold (Lynch 2018a). Learning and service to others, for example, are
values. Getting a degree and becoming a teacher is an example of a goal
that flows from this value of learning and service. Deriving your goals from
your values, and understanding the value that the specific goals you have
are in service of, allows you to make choices and engage in behaviors each
day that are in line with what you have determined is important to you.
There is any number of goals you can derive from a given value. For
instance, getting a degree is one way to act on your value of learning, but so
is learning to sing, traveling to learn about different cultures, or working as
an apprentice in a craft you’d like to learn. What’s more, the particular
goals we derive from different values are unique to us. You may have the
same value as someone else, but your valued goal is likely to be different.
Ultimately, whatever your particular values and the goals you derive from
them, goals that flow from values are inherently more meaningful and more
likely to be achieved than those you might pick at random or those you pick
because you think you should focus on them.



Again, it’s important to be clear about the differences between values
and goals. For example, getting a college degree—that’s a long-term goal.
Imagine that you have that goal, getting a college degree, without a value of
learning—you just want that doggone degree. You go to class and complete
assignments because that’s what you have to do to get the degree. You can’t
wait to graduate in 592 days. You’re often frustrated when you have to
study to pass a test and you’d rather be doing something else. When you
have a difficult class that you aren’t doing well in, you consider dropping it,
because you don’t want a bad grade. You frequently skip class, because you
hate not knowing the material and worry about feeling stupid when you
can’t answer questions.

Now imagine that you have a value of learning with a valued goal of
getting a college degree. You go to class because learning is important to
you. You soak up as much knowledge as you can. When you have a class
that is challenging, you throw yourself in, because you want to learn. You
ask lots of questions in class and seek help in understanding the material.
You don’t really think too much about completing the degree, because you
are living what’s important to you every day: learning. Either way—with or
without the value of learning—you get the degree, but one path involves
suffering, worrying, and waiting to get to the end and the other path is
enjoyable and fulfilling, because you are living according to your values.
That’s an example of what happens when you have a value in mind to
inspire you as you work toward your goal. Values inspire us to pursue what
we prize most, in ways that give us the pleasure of doing something truly
meaningful and knowing why it’s meaningful, rather than just the pain and
anxiety of having to fulfill a responsibility (especially one imposed from
without).

Identifying Your Valued Goals
For each of your values, list at least one valued goal. This is all about

you—you’re the only one who knows what’s important to you—so be
honest with yourself about what your valued goals are. Consider actions
that you want to take, behaviors that are consistent with your values, and
events or outcomes that would make a positive difference in your life—
things that you’re not currently doing. Again, make sure at least one of your
values and valued goals pertain to your relationships. Having a valued goal



about relationships is over-the-top important—remember that emotional
loneliness is the core problem.

Let’s consider Stephanie’s goals. One of her values is friendship. She
does not currently have close friends, so she needs to build connections.
Her valued goals for friendship include returning any calls and texts she
receives in the same day and participating in activities that give her the
opportunity to make friends. She also has a value of independence. While
she has already met one goal linked with independence by holding down a
job and being able to pay her bills, the goal she is currently working on is
getting her driver’s license. This will increase her independence, as she
won’t need to depend on her family for transportation. In addition, with a
driver’s license, she can work on building friendships by being able to
attend more social activities. All of these valued goals will help Stephanie
in her recovery from her eating disorder, as she will build her sense of
belonging and her ability to be more flexible and open, and also decrease
her thoughts that her illness is all that she can be “successful” at.

DEFINING YOUR VALUED GOALS CLEARLY
Defining your valued goals clearly—so you know when you are

achieving them (and when you are not!)—is important. Excellence is one of
Stephanie’s values; for her valued goal, she chose to do her best at her job.
But what does doing her best mean? How will she know when she is doing
her best and not actually looking for perfectionism, which will cause her
misery? A valued goal that she can measure will work more effectively.

I told myself that my value of excellence meant I would do my best
and that it was important to not just be a slacker. But I learned that
what I’m really doing is trying to be the best, better than everyone
else at work, and be perfect—not make any mistakes. That’s
exhausting! I don’t really know what “doing my best” means,
because I always think I’m not doing good enough.

Stephanie decided that her new valued goal for excellence would be to
greet two or more customers during her work shift, as she has gotten
feedback from her supervisor about the fact that she doesn’t do this. That’s
a change, and one she can measure, because she usually stays quiet and
doesn’t speak other than to ask customers what they want from the deli.



Now it’s your turn.

List Your Five (or Less) Valued Goals
Remember to define your valued goals clearly enough that you will
know without a doubt when you have achieved them.

1.  
 

2.  
 

3.  
 

4.  
 

5.  
 

Chill Break If you haven’t taken a break yet, now might be a good
time. Chill out: get something to drink or a snack, walk around a
bit, stretch, play, do some deep breathing—anything that relaxes
you. Come back when you are ready—we’ll be here!

Tracking Your Valued Goals
Now for the next step. Let’s put your valued goals into practice and

increase your awareness of how you’re acting in ways that are consistent

with your valued goals (or not! ). On the chart below, Stephanie’s
values of family, friendship, education, excellence, and independence are
listed, along with the various valued goals she set for each one, as an
example for you to follow.

Use table 3.1 to begin tracking your valued goals. Below is an example
and you can download blank copies of this chart at



https://www.newharbinger.com/48930. First, list your five top core values
under the second column beside each day of the week. In the third column,
list your valued goal for each value. The fourth column is actions that you
did (or did not do) when you had opportunity to live according to your
valued goal. In the fifth and sixth columns, choose whether your actions
moved you closer to living according to your values or further away. If you
didn’t have an opportunity to act on your valued goal (this should be rare)
you mark column 7. Also, in column 1, under each day of the week, you’ll
record whether you played and rested that day by circling yes or no. Track
your valued goals for the next week. You can see how Stephanie tracked her
valued goals below on table 3.1.

Table 3.1: Tracking Valued Goals (example)

Day

Did I rest
and play
at all this
day

Value Valued
Goal

What you
did or did
not do

Further
away from
living by
your
values

Closer
to
living
by
your
values

No
opportunity
to act on
valued
goals

Monday

Yes or No
Independence Learn to

drive

Took
driving
class

X

Family

Hug
parents
or voice
affection

Thought
about it
but didn’t
do it

X

Friendship

Return
texts and
calls
within
the same
day

Amanda
called, did
not return
her call

X



Day

Did I rest
and play
at all this
day

Value Valued
Goal

What you
did or did
not do

Further
away from
living by
your
values

Closer
to
living
by
your
values

No
opportunity
to act on
valued
goals

Friendship

To be
able to
drive to
attend
social
activities
more
easily

Took
driving
class

X

Friendship

Do
activities
with
others

Attended
book club
meeting

X

Education
Check
online
classes

Didn’t do
it X

Excellence

Greet
two
people
at work

Didn’t
leave the
house

X

Tuesday

Yes or No
Independence Learn to

drive

Didn’t
drive
today

X

I had the
opportunity
but didn’t
do it



Day

Did I rest
and play
at all this
day

Value Valued
Goal

What you
did or did
not do

Further
away from
living by
your
values

Closer
to
living
by
your
values

No
opportunity
to act on
valued
goals

Family

Hug
parents
or voice
affection

Expressed
gratitude
to my mom

X

Friendship

Return
calls and
texts
same
day

Didn’t
return call
from
Morgan

X

Education

Checked
on
community
college
schedule.
Goal
Achieved.
New goal:
sign up for
a class

X

Excellence
Greet 2
people
at work

Greeted 1 X

Wednesday

Yes or No
Independence Learn to

drive

Didn’t
practice
driving

X



Day

Did I rest
and play
at all this
day

Value Valued
Goal

What you
did or did
not do

Further
away from
living by
your
values

Closer
to
living
by
your
values

No
opportunity
to act on
valued
goals

Family Express
affection

Didn’t
express
affection

X

Friendship

Return
calls and
texts
same
day

Didn’t
return call
from
Morgan
(again)

X

Excellence

Greet
two
people
at work

Didn’t go
to work X

Education
Sign up
for a
class

Didn’t do
anything
related to
college

X

Table 3.1: Tracking Valued Goals

Day

Did I rest
and play at
all this day

Value Valued
Goal

What
you did
or did
not do

Further away
from living
by your
values

Closer to
living by
your
values

No
opportunity
to act on
valued goals



Day

Did I rest
and play at
all this day

Value Valued
Goal

What
you did
or did
not do

Further away
from living
by your
values

Closer to
living by
your
values

No
opportunity
to act on
valued goals

 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 



Day

Did I rest
and play at
all this day

Value Valued
Goal

What
you did
or did
not do

Further away
from living
by your
values

Closer to
living by
your
values

No
opportunity
to act on
valued goals

 
 
 

At the end of your week, come back to the following section,
Reflections on Your Practice, to consider what you learned. No peeking
ahead now—do the practice first! Take action. Action is how change
happens.

Reflections on Your Practice
Great! You’ve practiced living according to your values by acting on valued
goals for a week. (Not perfectly? That’s okay!) Now let’s take a look at your
tracking sheet and see what you can learn.

Were there valued goals that you didn’t act on? If you didn’t take any
steps toward a goal, what was the reason? Perhaps that goal may be too big
a leap? For example, Stephanie did not return texts and calls on Monday,
and she didn’t do it for the rest of the week. When she saw that, she decided
that she would focus on texts to start and add calls later. Her revised valued
goal is to return texts in the same day.

Was the goal important to your life? Maybe you didn’t practice a goal
because it doesn’t really make a difference in your life. Maybe you chose a
goal based on what you think you should do instead of what’s really
meaningful for you. If you have a goal that isn’t something you really value
and want, choose a different goal, one that does matter to you.

Was the goal specific enough? Did you define it clearly? Sometimes,
without a clear definition, you can short-change yourself and think you
didn’t achieve it, even if you actually did. For example, if you have a goal
of being kind to others, then you may never see what you do as sufficiently



kind to count as practicing that goal. If your goal was not defined clearly,
then take some time to do that.

Did the goal make you uncomfortable? Was speaking to a customer or
returning a text just daunting? There’s such a positive side to that! Change
can be uncomfortable, so the discomfort you feel probably means you are
pushing outside your comfort zone, your routine behaviors, and doing
something new! Yay for you! You might remember from chapter 2 that in
RO DBT, we believe that facing discomfort is the way we learn and grow.
We lean into discomfort! If you wait until you feel comfortable before you
do something, you may never do it! And feelings of discomfort are just that:
feelings. If you lean into them, you’ll learn from them, and they won’t last
forever.

Stephanie values friendships, but she is really fearful of attending
activities or groups where she doesn’t know anyone. She avoids calls and
texts and goes silent when she can’t isolate. For her to meet people who
could become friends, she’ll need to face her discomfort and fears of
meeting new people. If she does this, in the long run, she’ll be closer to her
valued goals—closer to achieving the true connection with others she
craves.

When you are considering what to do in situations where you feel
uncomfortable, ask yourself, what will bring you closer to living according
to your valued goals? Which choices deepen and strengthen relationships?
For example, in some situations, honesty, often a value, might not help
strengthen relationships. Would telling a bride on her wedding day that her
dress doesn’t suit her strengthen your relationship with her? Context
matters! If you were helping her shop for a wedding dress months before
the ceremony, your feedback could be helpful and kind, but not minutes
before she walks down the aisle. Remember to consider context.

Finally, be sure you recognize and celebrate those times you did live
by your values.

Let’s take some time to reflect on the positive effects you felt when this
happened.



So Now You Know …
Values are a guide to living your life in a way that is meaningful to
you.

Valued goals are the specific ways you intend to execute your values.

Valued goals work best for you when defined clearly, in measurable
ways, and are tracked.

Asking yourself if a particular action or decision gets you closer to or
further away from your values and recovery, and whether it
strengthens or weakens relationships, is a tool to help you stay on
track to recovery.

Living your valued goals is not a one-time practice. It’s a life skill. So
continue to practice tracking and living according to your valued
goals as you go through this workbook and beyond. When you
achieve a valued goal, decide what the next one might be or if you are
content with where you are in the actions you’re taking toward the
value in question.

A Pause for Celebration
Congrats to you! You’ve identified your values and your valued goals, and
know how to put your valued goals into practice. Our guess is that when you
complete steps or goals, you probably tend to move to the next task. Maybe it’s



like, “Trudging on! There’s work to be done! No time to play!” You may even
minimize or dismiss any recognition: “Who me? I haven’t done anything
worth celebrating.” Instead, take a few moments right now to recognize this
step you’ve taken before you move on. Got it? Well done, you.



CHAPTER 4.  

Radical Openness

Radical openness is a way of behaving and a state of mind, based on the RO
DBT view that emotional health involves three interacting features (Lynch
2018b, 31):

Being receptive and open to new experiences and disconfirming
feedback—feedback that doesn’t necessarily fit with what you think
and believe—in order to learn.

Flexibility to adapt to changing environmental conditions (for
example, being able to drive on the opposite side of the road than you
are used to when in a country where you need to do so).

Intimacy and connectedness with at least one other person.

Radical openness involves actively seeking to learn about your blind
spots, to see characteristics about yourself that you may not be proud of,
and being humble and willing to learn from what the world and other
people have to offer. You see, you need others to point out your blind spots.
If you can see it yourself, by definition, it’s not a blind spot! You also need
a willingness to explore experiences that are uncomfortable. Practicing
radical openness is a way to move toward emotional health, as defined by
RO DBT.

In the sections to come, we’ll cover each of the aims of emotional
health noted above, looking at how we can practice radical openness in each
of these domains: being open to new experiences (especially when it
contradicts what we think about the world), being flexible in the way we
adapt to life circumstances and change, and achieving connectedness and
intimacy with someone we love and care for.



Learning from Disconfirming Feedback
What’s so important about being open to disconfirming feedback—feedback
that doesn’t fit with what you believe—and new experiences? Here’s an
example from Amy. Like many individuals with OC, Amy is good at problem
solving. She prides herself on helping others. When family, friends,
acquaintances, and sometimes even strangers have a problem, or when she
believes they have a problem whether they think so or not, Amy eagerly offers
solutions. For example, when her friends or family order fast food, she jumps
in with ideas about nutrition: “You’re not really going to eat that, are you?”
When others complain about their finances, she gives information about
budgeting. And when others don’t follow her advice right away, Amy pushes
harder. She believes she is being helpful. And she’s completely baffled when
people don’t appreciate her input. When a friend of hers finally told her that
she was being bossy, Amy was not open to the feedback. She told herself that
her friend just didn’t want to give up her bad habits. And she perseveres in
dispensing advice to the people around her, not wanting people she cares about
to keep making what she sees as harmful decisions.

“We don’t see the world as it is, we see it as we are” is a quotation that
reflects the biased view we often hold of the world and ourselves. Amy saw
her behavior as helping others, one of her top values. But that’s not the way
others saw it. Being receptive to feedback that she is coming across as
bossy, which doesn’t fit what she believes about herself, will help her learn
about herself and connect with others.

Feedback that doesn’t fit what you believe about yourself is likely to
be painful. It can be so difficult to give up old beliefs and old stories (such
as Amy believing she is being helpful). Instead of taking in new
information, you may ignore and dismiss input that doesn’t fit what you
think you know. This might be particularly true concerning your ideas about
yourself: what you’re capable of doing, how you view your appearance, or
medical advice about your disorder. You’re usually certain that you are
right, and perhaps you are. And perhaps you’re not.

Being open to new information doesn’t mean that you accept whatever
is said without considering it carefully. It means being willing to accept that
you don’t know everything, and—shocker of shockers—you might be
wrong sometimes! Welcome to being human!



One way we hold on to old stories and beliefs is through what is called
“confirmation bias.” Confirmation bias means you search for, favor,
interpret, and recall information in a way that confirms your preexisting
beliefs. Confirmation bias can cause you to remember only the bits of
information from a presentation, for instance, that confirm what you already
thought about that topic. Great way to keep believing whatever you believe,
regardless of whether it is right or not! So if you believe that carbohydrates
should never be eaten, you’ll tend to search for, favor, interpret, and recall
information in a way that supports your belief, and push away, forget, and
ignore information that contradicts that belief. Hmm, how might you be
doing that in your life right this very moment?

In the space below, jot down some of the biases you have about which you
tend to see information that only confirms what you believe.

So what do you do to learn about your blind spots?

Self-Enquiry
We have a limit to what we know about ourselves. When you get close

to what you don’t know, you can feel uncomfortable. RO DBT refers to that
sensation as your “edge” (Lynch 2018a). That discomfort is a message that
there may be something to learn, that you are at the edge of your
psychological unknown.

The cool thing is that your brain and your body give you clues as to
when you need to question yourself—when you’re at your edge, and there’s
something to learn. For example, when someone gives you feedback, you
may experience body sensations or tension or an urge to immediately



respond with reasons why the feedback is incorrect. You may feel sure you
already know the correct information, so the feedback is irrelevant, or you
may perceive the feedback as threatening and defend yourself against it.
Maybe you experience a “yuck” sensation after interacting with someone
who gives you advice you don’t want to hear. That can be a sign that you
need to sit with what they said a little longer and figure out if there’s
something to learn, especially if a big part of you doesn’t want to consider
that!

You may also notice some unwanted emotions, sensations, or tension
that don’t fully fit the situation. All those experiences can signal that you
are at your edge. For example, if your close friend tells you she is moving
to another country, you will feel sad. That’s a normal response and fits the
situation. But if she tells you she is going shopping for a few hours and not
taking her phone, and you experience fear and sadness that she didn’t invite
you, then your reaction doesn’t really fit the situation. There may be
something for you to learn there.

Self-enquiry means that when you experience such discomfort, pause
and ask yourself, “What might this discomfort be telling me?” Then explore
it. Don’t accept the first answer that comes to mind. Quick answers are
often old stories that we tell ourselves, and we don’t look deeper to find the
truth.

You can use the acronym DEF (Lynch 2018b, 58) for the steps for
practicing self-enquiry:

D Acknowledge that you have unwanted distress or unwanted
emotion.

E Practice self-enquiry by temporarily turning toward the discomfort
and asking what you might need to learn from it, rather than
automatically calming, distracting, numbing, accepting, explaining, or
dismissing it.

F Flexibly respond with humility by doing what’s needed in the
moment to effectively manage the situation or adapt to changing
circumstances in a manner that accounts for the needs of others.

One way to practice self-enquiry is to keep a self-enquiry journal.
When you experience discomfort, body sensations, or emotions in
interactions that don’t make sense given the situation or the intensity of the



emotions, then ask yourself what you can learn from this situation. In your
journal, write the question, “What can I learn about …?” Then for five
minutes every day—only five minutes—write whatever comes to your
mind. This is only for you. As you write, look for more questions that arise
and take you deeper into understanding your personal unknown. Be
suspicious of quick answers. Quick answers are often old stories that you
tell yourself that get in the way of new learning. Write for five minutes for
four or five days. Self-enquiry is not about obsessing.

Here’s an example: Antonio experienced unwanted tension and used
self-enquiry practice:

Antonio ran into Eric, an old friend from high school, whom he
hadn’t seen in some time. Eric smiled broadly, and said, “Antonio,
is that really you? I haven’t seen you since we were in the band
together. How are you doing?” Antonio, feeling anxious, smiled
back and chatted for a time, but he felt tense and uncomfortable.
He just wanted to get away from his friend as soon as he could.
Eric talked about having his own small company (flipping houses)
and a new car. Antonio grew more uncomfortable. Even after Eric
left, Antonio couldn’t stop thinking about his discomfort being with
him: When I was talking with Eric, I wanted to run in the opposite
direction. What is it I might need to learn about me, from my
reaction?

Day 1: What do I need to learn about my desire to run away when
Eric and I were talking? My quick answer is that I’m a shy person
and I haven’t seen him in a long time, so of course I felt
uncomfortable. That’s an old story. Is there more to learn? I was okay
in the beginning. It was only after we talked for a while that I felt
tense. He seemed so confident. Maybe he was bragging? Is that what
made me uncomfortable? He talked about having his own company.
That blew me away. Hmmm, I’m feeling tension now that I think about
that. I guess that’s the next question. What do I need to learn about
being tense when Eric talked about owning his own company?



Day 2: What do I need to learn about being tense when Eric talked
about owning his own company? I don’t care if he owns his own
company. He’s in a business that I have no interest in. I would never
want to flip houses. Was he looking down on me? I remember thinking
that, but he didn’t really say or do anything that would make me think
that. But the urge to end the conversation was strong though. I just
wanted to leave. What was that about? What is it I need to learn
about thinking people are looking down on me?

Day 3: What do I need to learn about people looking down on me?
Ha. It just came to me—Eric didn’t look down on me. I didn’t even tell
him anything about me; we only talked about him. I was looking down
on myself. I felt embarrassed and afraid to tell him that I had lost my
job. I didn’t tell him that I wanted to leave because I was so
uncomfortable with my situation compared to his. I didn’t want him to
know—I wanted to hide it from him. After he talked about owning his
own company, I started pretending, smiling on the outside, but on the
inside I was cringing and anxious. Everything just seemed to come so
easy to him. He hasn’t worked anywhere near as hard as I have. He
has a dad who helped him get started in business. I remember that. So
unfair. What is there to learn about my reaction?

Day 4: What do I need to learn about my cringing and wanting to run
when Eric was talking about his company? That cringing was so
uncomfortable. What was it? I remember I had vengeful feelings. I
had flashing thoughts of something happening to his company, making
it fail. Then we’d see how he feels—serve him right. Whoa. I’m feeling
a lot of tension now. And urges for revenge. Not proud of that. I
remember from my RO therapist—when you have urges for revenge,
that means you are feeling unhelpful envy. I am envious. What can I
learn from my envy? So all of this is about my really wanting a
business of my own. I’ve really thought about this for many years but
didn’t think I could do it.

As you’ll see from Antonio’s self-enquiry process, the overriding
emphasis is on the question What can I learn from the experience I’ve had?
The question he started asking evolved as he wrote each day. From the
feelings, thoughts, and self-stories that come up during self-enquiry, you
can learn about the assumptions you’re making, the beliefs you have, and
the ways you may be too rigid or OC in your behavior, and more.



Antonio has been practicing self-enquiry for many months. When you
first start practicing self-enquiry, you may struggle to find questions to learn
from. It may be hard to dig below obvious answers. Sometimes self-enquiry
will flow easily, and sometimes it won’t, but you almost always will learn
something about yourself if you stick with it.

Practice Opportunity
Self-enquiry is best understood by experiencing it. It’s not something

you can understand by reading about it. Imagine describing the taste of salt.
It’s super hard to tell someone what it’s like, but when you experience it,
you know it. So now it’s time to practice and experience self-enquiry for
yourself.

Practice Questions
Use the following self-enquiry questions as a guide (Lynch 2018b, 31).

When you experience unwanted emotion, tension, or urges, consider one of
the practice questions below. Write the question that best reflects what
brought about emotion, tension, or energy in your self-enquiry journal.
Then write about that question and the questions that arise from that one.
Write for no more than five minutes a day. You’re not looking for answers,
you are looking for what you can learn about yourself.

Do I feel tension when I think about the feedback I was given? Is it
possible that my bodily tension means that I am not fully open to the
feedback? If yes or possibly, then what am I avoiding? Is there
something here to learn?

Do I find myself wanting to automatically explain, defend, or
discount what the other person is saying to me or what I am reading?
What is it I might need to learn about my closing my mind to this
information?

Am I trying to deny or ignore an emotion? What is it that I might
need to learn from the emotion, rather than pushing it away?

Am I having urges that I am embarrassed about? What can I learn
from them?



Your Self-Enquiry Journal
Throughout your recovery, we hope you will keep a self-enquiry

journal. (Yeah, you guessed it: it’s another life skill, not just something you
do while you are using this workbook.) Any notebook or writing material
will work. If and when your budget allows, it can be fun to choose a special
journal to write in—a gift to yourself. You can also download journal sheets
at https://www.newharbinger.com/48930. Whatever you use for your
writing, it’s helpful to have your self-enquiry practices all in the same place
so you can look back at what you have learned.

Self-Enquiry Journal
Date:

Brief description of incident:

Question:



Date:

Question:

Date:

Question:

Date:

Question:



Chill Break! Get something to drink and a snack, play, walk
around a bit, stretch, do some deep breathing, just be for a while,
or whatever you enjoy as a break. (Hint: Learning to have relaxing
and fun times is important!)

Flexible Control
Oh, good, you’re back! Hope you’re refreshed after that break. Now let’s take
a look at flexible control.

Flexible control is another component of emotional well-being; it
means being able to adapt to the situation you’re in. One way to practice
flexible control is to take the information you get from self-enquiry and act
on it in an effective way. For example, once Antonio realizes he feels
envious of Eric because he wants his own company, he can decide if he
wants to start working toward that goal instead of focusing on getting
revenge on Eric.

But flexible control also applies to your daily behavior in general. It
means you understand what behavior is called for in the different contexts
you might find yourself in. You can sing loudly at the karaoke party, dance
with abandon at your sister’s wedding, and quietly focus on accounts
receivable while dressed in a suit (if that’s the expectation) when you work
as an accountant. You can also take breaks when you need to, rest when you
are tired. A sense of flexible control also allows you to recognize that
behavior that’s effective in a work environment isn’t the same behavior that
fits when you are out to dinner with friends or at a birthday party. Laughing
out loud would fit at a casual gathering—and it might not in certain work
and school environments.



Amy maintains a certain reserve in both work and social situations.
When she attends faculty-student get-togethers, she is guarded and
stays only as long as she thinks she must. But she’s also guarded
when she talks with someone she’s dating. She finds it difficult to
relax, chill out, and be playful in any situation. She’s the same
whether she’s talking with her boss or having pizza with a friend.
She doesn’t change her emotional expression to fit different
situations.

Flexible Control
How about you—how flexible are you? Consider the following
questions:

Do you easily adjust to schedule changes in your day?

If friends suggest spontaneous get-togethers, are you eager to go?

Do you have set times to wake up and follow a routine, even on your days off?

Do you eat the same foods every day? Or eat at the same times?



Do you have a different voice tone for work and for social get-togethers?

Are you lively and outgoing, quiet and soft-spoken, or assertive and bold,
depending on the situation?

Do you act silly sometimes?

Now let’s practice. Over the next few days, notice the times when you
are flexible or when you are not so flexible. You’re just developing more
awareness of when you are flexible. Don’t make any changes yet. No need
to rush this important process. There’s more to come in later chapters.

Intimacy and Connectedness
Having an emotionally intimate relationship with at least one person is the
third and final component for emotional well-being. As someone who tends to
overcontrolled coping, you may have lots of contact with other people (or not),
but you’re likely missing emotional closeness and intimacy with them, a
feeling of being truly connected to someone else. Have you ever felt
completely alone in a room full of “friends”? How does that happen? Being
able to form intimate connections is thought to be related to your ability to be



open with others about your thoughts and emotions in an authentic way and
your ability to flexibly respond to changing situations. In other words, it
depends on receptivity to others and your capacity for flexible control.
Remember, all three of the components of well-being are related and interact.

In an intimate relationship, you can openly reveal frustrations, fears, or
feelings of affection and desire for intimacy. You’re willing to share
embarrassing experiences, even ones that could be damaging if known
publicly, and you’re willing to share self-doubts or weaknesses you might
feel. You can reveal deep-seated vulnerable emotions that you may never
have expressed before. And you’re willing to make serious personal
sacrifices for the relationship. And guess what? Being open to feedback and
responding flexibly will help you build intimate connections. That’s the
basic, underlying concept, though it’s far from simple—and building
relationships is the focus of the rest of this workbook. You’ll learn more
specifics about being open and responding flexibly in the following
chapters, including how to manage your threat responses, take down your
protective armor and be more vulnerable, communicate directly, signal
friendliness, cope with ways of thinking that interfere with social signaling
in relationships, learn to engage in novel behaviors, and decrease rigid
responding.

Here’s the Point from This Chapter That We
Don’t Want You to Miss

Ready for this? Imagine there’s a trumpet sounding an important
announcement. Balloons are floating. Add in some confetti. The idea is,
instead of looking for all that is wrong with you, focus on where you are
headed, what you want to develop, using the components of emotional health
as a guide. For emotional health, you practice being receptive and open both to
feedback that may not fit what you expect to hear and to new experiences, you
respond with flexibility to different environment situations, and you create at
least one intimate relationship. We use the word “practice” because no one
nails it all the time. Remember, being open to feedback and having flexible
responses will help you build intimate connections. That’s what this workbook
is all about, and there’s lots more to come that will help you get out of
loneliness and build connections.



Checking In: Are You with Us?
Look at all you have learned! Remember valued goals from chapter 3? Are

you still tracking them? Why not? You also now understand radical
openness and the importance of considering feedback that you receive and in
practicing self-enquiry to learn about yourself. You learned about
psychological health according to RO DBT, including the importance of being
open (radically open!), flexible, and having connections with others. You’re
learning how to practice self-enquiry. All of these skills are core to RO DBT
and to the task of building your openness to experience and your connection to
others and the world around you. Many of the skills that you’ll learn in the
following chapters will build on your ability to live according to your values
and to practice radical openness and form intimate and close relationships.
Learning about yourself is an ongoing process and a skill that will likely prove
valuable for many years to come. Now that you know these tools, continue to
practice them even as you’re going through more chapters and learning more
about flexible responding, relationships, and radical openness. These are life
skills, and we hope you will practice them forever. We do.



CHAPTER 5.  

How Your Biology Affects You and Your
Relationships

To best understand yourself and your relationships, it’s important to know
your biology. Our biology affects the way we emotionally respond to both
the world and to our internal sensations. The emotional system we’re in
(we’re getting to that soon!) determines our actions and influences how
other people respond to us.

We asked our team member Amy to help us. In the story that follows,
you can see how she detects cues in the environment and how they trigger
her emotional responses. In the span of one hour, she experiences all five
core cues and emotional states we want to focus on: the cues of safety,
novelty, reward, threat, and overwhelm, which trigger strong emotional
responses in all of us (Lynch 2018b). Later in the chapter we will teach you
how to change your emotional state by changing your physiology.

Cues and Brain-Body (Regulatory) Networks
Amy arranged to meet her older sister, Rachel, to take Amy’s dog
for a walk in the park in an unfamiliar area of town. When Amy
arrived, she parked a block from the park and got out. The tall
buildings along the street cast dark shadows on the pavement. A
young man wearing a hoodie was approaching her rapidly on the
sidewalk. She felt anxious and on guard. She thought, “Am I in
danger? Is he going to hurt me?”

It’s critical for our survival to recognize when we’re in danger. If Amy
knows she is safe, she can relax and be friendly. If she is in danger, she
needs to prepare to run away or defend herself. How do you know when



and how to respond to what is happening around you or inside you? Well,
nature took care of this. You are born with built-in brain-body networks that
function automatically to respond to important external or internal events
that are called “cues.”

Your brain constantly scans for cues in the environment around you
and also considers information from your bodily sensations, thoughts, and
feelings. This constant scanning is to determine which particular brain-body
network system needs to be activated for you to function effectively. Once a
cue activates a specific brain-body network, you’ll be able to react quickly.

Here’s how it works. The different parts of your brain and body are
interconnected through many neural circuits and networks. The brain’s
scanning device for cues is located in the amygdala (Costafreda et al. 2008;
Sergerie et al. 2008) and ventral striatum (Marche et al. 2017) (see the
schematic below). Once it detects a cue, it analyzes it. For example, does
the person approaching you look angry or happy? Once this analysis is
done, signals are simultaneously sent up the neural circuits toward the brain
surface (cortex) and sent down to the autonomic nervous systems in your
body. All of this happens in an instant.

The autonomic nervous system regulates our bodily functions, muscle
tone, heart rate, and respiration, and does it all without our voluntary
control—hence the name of the system: autonomic, which means “self-
governing.” The autonomic nervous system has two main parts (with very
serious names), parasympathetic and sympathetic, which act in opposition
to each other. The sympathetic system increases our heart rate and rate of
respiration, dilates our pupils, and moves blood from gut to muscles and
heart. Loosely speaking, it’s our accelerator. It gets us ready to go, to fight
or flee or take some action. The parasympathetic nervous system slows
down our heart and breathing and increases our bowel movements.
Generally speaking, it is our brake, helping us to rest, restore, and save
energy. Once the brain detects and analyzes a cue, it switches on or off the
activity of either the sympathetic or parasympathetic nervous system,
depending on what response is needed.
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Cues
There are five main cues linked with the automatic activation of a

specific brain-body network and emotional-mood state (Lynch 2018b):

Safety cues

Novelty cues

Rewarding cues

Threatening cues

Overwhelming cues

Cues can occur inside the body (sensations, heart rate, rate of
respiration, thoughts, memories). Your organs and muscles are also an
important source of cues. Signals from your heart, lungs, gut, and muscles
are sent to your brain to inform it about how your body is doing. Cues can
also come from outside the body (dog barking, friend smiling, plate of food,
earthquake, beautiful sunset).



We said these cues are analyzed and the signals sent in an instant.
We’re serious. Your body can physiologically react to another person’s face
expressing an emotion in four milliseconds, but it takes about seventeen to
twenty milliseconds for you to be consciously aware of it. Regardless of
what the cues are and whether they are internal or external—or whether you
are even aware of their existence—they will trigger activation of the
particular brain-body network and an emotional response and mood state.
How you feel your emotions is not just restricted to your brain. It involves
also your entire body. For example, you feel your heart racing and blood
pressure rising when you’re scared.

Let’s go back and how Amy experienced different cues.

SAFETY CUES

Amy looked at the face of the man in the hoodie. He was smiling,
with warmth in his eyes. “What a cute dog,” he said with affection,
and squatted to gently stroke the dog, who wagged his tail. She said
thank you, and her tension decreased, but she was still relieved
when she noticed her sister approaching. They walked to the park.
It was a sunny day—not too cold and not too hot. They talked about
fun times they had had together and laughed about something that
happened on a trip they had taken together the previous year.
Rachel mentioned the song they played time and time again on that
trip, and they spontaneously sang the chorus together. They both
felt relaxed and content and smiled at each other with affection.
They passed a newly opened café and decided to go in for a coffee.

Safety cues occur in social situations when you feel secure, protected,
loved, cared for, and a part of a community. When the safety cue activates
the social-safety system, the “relaxed” parasympathetic nervous system
dominates your body-brain network and slows down the heart rate and
breathing. You feel calm and content, your facial muscles and eyebrows
move effortlessly, and the tone of your voice sounds musical. You’re more
likely to openly express emotions and explore your environment with
curiosity. You want to affiliate, to be with friends. You can be playful and
friendly, and you learn more easily. Others will detect that you are in the
social-safety system by all this, and that will be a safety cue for them,
triggering their own social-safety system.



NOVELTY CUES
Now back to Amy and Rachel to learn about novelty cues.

When Amy and Rachel were about to open the door of the café, they
heard a loud bang inside. They looked in the window. Amy thought
a fight had broken out, and Rachel wondered if a band was starting
to play, but they saw that one of waiters had dropped a metal tray.

When something is new and unexpected, like the bang of the dropped
tray—novelty cues—we stop and pay attention. We need to figure out
what’s going on. Is it positive or negative for us? You’ve no doubt seen
animals freeze, look around, and listen carefully, like the rabbit in the photo
below.

Photo by Gary Bendig on Unsplash

Similarly, when something new or unexpected happens around you,
you may react with a novelty response—you might stop, perhaps hold your
breath, and check it out.

REWARDING CUES

Once in the café, Amy and Rachel approached a display with cakes.
“Oh, they have Baked Alaska. I haven’t had one since my
birthday,” said Rachel excitedly. “I love this cake. It’s my favorite. I
must have it.” She made lots of gestures while talking and signaled



to the person behind the display that she wanted a slice of it. She
was so excited that she completely forgot how difficult this might be
for Amy, who always considered eating cake with trepidation.

If you believe that something pleasurable is about to happen—eating a
piece of your favorite cake, taking a vacation, finding the perfect pair of
shoes, or spending time with people you care about—that activates your
reward system. You get excited while waiting for things that you desire or
crave. You usually act to get the reward as quickly as possible. If the reward
is close to you—a nice pair of jeans in a store—you probably won’t think
about or even be aware of what else is around you. You might rush into the
store, interrupt people who are talking with the sales clerk, and push past
people who are in your way. You may feel full of energy, your heart beating
faster. Your sympathetic system is on, but also the limbic part of the brain,
where we experience pleasure.

Think about how you’d feel if you were about to meet a famous person
you really admire. You might tend to talk more, and that makes you more
fun to be around. But you’re also likely to lose your ability to read subtle
interpersonal cues or to pay attention to details of the conversation. In this
state, you can be quite annoying to others, and you might not even notice
their social signals, just as Rachel didn’t notice Amy’s fearful reaction
about the cake.

Oh, wait a minute. You don’t know what we’re talking about, do you?
Hmmm, yeah, the truth is that OC individuals with eating disorders tend not
to get super excited or super enthusiastic. You know that high-pitched
squeal of anticipation? That’s not you. If you have OC, you may not
experience this level of excitement, and you may even be tempted to
criticize it when you see it in others. It may seem over the top and
uncomfortable to you. But it’s important to know that when others are
excited like that, they might have a narrow focus and not notice how their
actions affect you.

THREATENING CUES

Because Rachel insisted, Amy forced herself to also order a piece of
cake. When the cake was served, she became tense and hot. She felt
her heart racing and her breathing getting fast. She had urges to
push the plate away or walk out of the café. She stared at the plate,



avoiding eye contact with Rachel. With a blank expression on her
face, she said in a flat voice, “I don’t feel well.”

Cues that are perceived to be dangerous (clowns, meeting new people,
going to a party, desserts, giving a presentation) activate your threat fight-
or-flight system. The aroused sympathetic nervous system speeds up your
breathing and heart rate. Your blood pressure goes up, you sweat, and you
are ready to run away or attack. You also find it hard to smile, your facial
muscles feel frozen, and you either avoid looking at others or stare at them.

As we mentioned before, OC folks are highly sensitive to threat and
might see threat in situations when others don’t. For instance, when the
waiter dropped a tray in the café, Amy, who is OC, feared that there might
be a fight breaking out. Rachel, who is UC, thought a band might be
starting to play. Similarly, food—usually for others an important reward cue
—can become a threat cue for individuals with eating disorders. Their
brains activate the fight-or-flight response. Oh, by the way, when you read
about all this cake and food, which emotional state does this trigger in you?

OVERWHELMING CUES

Rachel saw that Amy hadn’t taken even a bite of her cake and asked
in a somewhat stern voice, “Are you going to eat your cake?” Amy
didn’t reply at first; her face was blank. She felt numb, motionless,
with no energy and no emotion. Finally she said, “Just leave me
alone. I don’t care about the cake.” She thought, “I should just give
up trying. Everyone should stop putting pressure on me to eat.”

Overwhelmed emotional states can follow both threat states (such as
feeling immense pressure to do something that is scary to you) and reward
states that are just too much for you to handle. The impact of an
overstimulated, overactivated sympathetic nervous system—after prolonged
or excessive threat or a sudden, overwhelming reward—is significant.
Overwhelming cues activate our emergency “shut down” system and an
extreme response by the parasympathetic nervous system to abruptly and
instantly slow you down. Your heart rate drops suddenly, and you feel
numb. When you are in shutdown, you’re a bit like a zombie—you look and
feel emotionally and physically frozen. Fear, anger, and other powerful
emotions fade away. Pain is experienced less intensely. You feel vacant,
disconnected from others, and lonely.



In the figure on the following page we have summarized the five core
cues, the brain-body network they trigger, associated bodily sensations and
actions, and their impact on social signaling and behavior.

Adapted RO DBT Model of Emotional States (Lynch 2018b)

Now, let’s consider the impact the activation of different emotion
systems can have on your eating disorder.

Emotion Systems and Eating Disorders
Having an eating disorder impacts your emotion systems. Let’s consider the
impact of both restricting food and then bingeing and purging.

Food Restriction—Starved Brain and Body
The hypothalamus (part of the limbic system) is the part of your brain

that constantly monitors how much energy (from food) you have taken in



and how much energy you have spent on mental and physical activities. It is
always calculating this balance to keep your internal state stable.

If the calculation shows an energy deficit (more energy spent than
taken in), the hypothalamus signals to your body to slow down. That’s why,
if you are starving yourself, your heart rate slows, your body temperature
drops, and you feel cold all the time.

If the restriction of food continues for some time, the hypothalamus
sends signals to the pituitary gland (located below the hypothalamus),
which regulates the levels of your hormones, to switch off the production of
hormones. The level of the sex hormones in your body and the level of
thyroxine (produced by the thyroid gland), which increases the rate of your
metabolism, all fall. Your body-brain networks are trying to make sure that
your body spends as little energy as possible, so you can survive. The
energy is reserved for the most essential organs, like your brain and heart,
that keep you alive.

With persistent food restriction, your body feels stressed and sends
threat cues to your brain. If you feel anxious around food, your anxiety will
intensify the threat cue, keeping you in a protracted threat state. Your
behaviors will change as a result of these hormonal and body changes.
Friends might comment that you’re behaving out of character. And finally,
if your body is continuously starved of the nutrients it needs, this will slow
your heart and body movements and wipe expression from your face, and
leave you in the overwhelmed state, feeling numb.

If you tend to restrict food, you might notice that your emotional states
seesaw between the threat state and overwhelmed state. And the numbness
that’s characteristic of the overwhelmed state can often feel better than
living in anxiety.

The prolonged restriction of food is putting your body under ever-
increasing and unsustainable stress. Your undernourished body can also
push you into compulsive exercising. Research has shown that starved
animals tend to run incessantly in a desperate search for food (Gutierrez
2013). The scientists think that a similar mechanism is triggered in starved
people. Alternatively, your undernourished body might be screaming, “I
need food!” and this might trigger an urge to binge—or it might even make
you think that you need to punish yourself with a binge or purge.



Bingeing and Purging
So what happens if you binge food? During a binge, you might feel

totally disgusted with yourself and think, I lost control again—I’m a failure!
If you feel a bit of the pleasure that people usually have from eating, this
might also make you think that you need to punish yourself. You might
think, I don’t deserve pleasure. These negative thoughts and feelings about
yourself act as cues triggering your threat system even further.

You might use desperate measures to regain a feeling of control. You
might vomit as an attempt to get on top of things, and that might make you
feel calmer at first. However, repeated vomiting has its own negative
impact. It can disturb your electrolyte levels and erode both your esophagus
and the enamel of your teeth. On the top of that, if people around you have
noticed your vomiting, bingeing, or misuse of laxatives, they might make
comments that will push you back into the threat system. You might also try
to regain control by overexercising to the point that your suffering muscles
trigger a threat state.

Whenever your body is in a threat state, the vicious circle gets
replayed—between the threat system’s responses to your circumstances and
the strategies you use in an attempt to calm yourself down—and brings you
back into the threat system.

Practice Opportunities
You might remember that some concepts can be learned only by experiencing
them. So the only way to make changes in the way you’re currently living is to
practice what you’ve just learned: practice identifying the cues that trigger
certain emotional responses in you, and learn to navigate threat states in ways
that bring you back to physiological and social safety.

Identifying the Cue and Emotional Response
System
In this practice, we’ll use photos and a list of situations that are likely

to trigger different reactions. Some of them you might have already



encountered in life (some of them you’ve seen many times). We’re asking
you to identify the cue and the emotional state they evoke in you.

To help you identify them, we’ve summarized the five cues, the
emotional systems they activate, and the body sensations and facial
expressions linked with each particular emotional state.

Safety cue—social-safety system activated: My body feels relaxed and
calm. It’s easy to make eye contact, be friendly, and express my
emotions.

Novelty cue—evaluative system: My body feels alert. I stand still to
listen carefully and focus my attention.

Rewarding cue—excitatory arousal system: My body feels energized
and excited. I talk a lot using big gestures. I’m so excited that I miss
what others were saying or doing.

Threatening cue—defensive arousal system: My body feels tense,
agitated, and hot. I feel anxious. It’s difficult to smile, and when I do,
it feels phony. I can’t look at people, though sometimes I stare. I
withdraw from others. My face doesn’t show emotions, and my voice
is flat.

Overwhelming cue—shutdown system: My body feels numb and
detached from reality. My face is expressionless, and I stare vacantly.
My body movements are slow, and I speak in a flat voice.

Look at each photo and then answer the questions below the picture.



Pizza

What system is cued for you?

My body feels and my facial expression is

Chocolate cake

What system is cued for you?

My body feels and my facial expression is



Photo by Ebner, N. C., Riediger, M., & Lindenberger, U. (2010).

Genuine smile face

What system is cued for you?

My body feels and my facial expression is



Photo by Ebner, N. C., Riediger, M., & Lindenberger, U. (2010).

Angry face

What system is cued for you?

My body feels and my facial expression is



Photo by Ebner, N. C., Riediger, M., & Lindenberger, U. (2010).

Disgusted face

What system is cued for you?

My body feels and my facial expression is

Now we want you to use your imagination. Imagine (visualize) the
situations below, one by one. If you know you’ve experienced any of the
situations in the past, try to remember what cue you experienced at the time.
After imagining the situation, write down the type of cue you would
experience, how your body would feel, and what others would see in your
body language.

Curled up reading a good book with a beloved pet

If I were in this situation, the emotional system this cue would trigger in me is



My body would feel, and others would see

Going to a party where you don’t know many people

If I were in this situation, the emotional system this cue would trigger in me is

My body would feel, and others would see

Taking an exam

If I were in this situation, the emotional system this cue would trigger in me is

My body would feel, and others would see



Bungee jumping

If I were in this situation, the emotional system this cue would trigger in me is

My body would feel, and others would see

Taking a roller-coaster ride

If I were in this situation, the emotional system this cue would trigger in me is

My body would feel, and others would see

Meeting a close friend



If I were in this situation, the emotional system this cue would trigger in me is

My body would feel, and others would see

Going to the theater

If I were in this situation, the emotional system this cue would trigger in me is

My body would feel, and others would see

Going bowling

If I were in this situation, the emotional system this cue would trigger in me is

My body would feel, and others would see



Winning a card game

If I were in this situation, the emotional system this cue would trigger in me is

My body would feel, and others would see

Winning the lottery

If I were in this situation, the emotional system this cue would trigger in me is

My body would feel, and others would see



Winning an award

If I were in this situation, the emotional system this cue would trigger in me is

My body would feel, and others would see

Going to prom

If I were in this situation, the emotional system this cue would trigger in me is

My body would feel, and others would see

Partner proposes marriage

If I were in this situation, the emotional system this cue would trigger in me is



My body would feel, and others would see

Graduation

If I were in this situation, the emotional system this cue would trigger in me is

My body would feel, and others would see

Failing an exam

If I were in this situation, the emotional system this cue would trigger in me is

My body would feel, and others would see



Driving a car fast

If I were in this situation, the emotional system this cue would trigger in me is

My body would feel, and others would see

Someone shouting on the street

If I were in this situation, the emotional system this cue would trigger in me is

My body would feel, and others would see

Loud bang

If I were in this situation, the emotional system this cue would trigger in me is



My body would feel, and others would see

My mother visits

If I were in this situation, the emotional system this cue would trigger in me is

My body would feel, and others would see

I gain weight

If I were in this situation, the emotional system this cue would trigger in me is

My body would feel, and others would see



From Threat State to Social Safety
Have you ever noticed that you can’t feel both calm and fearful at the same
time? Research has shown that OC folks are usually hypersensitive to threats.
Your flight-or-fight system is activated easily, especially in social situations.
This impacts your relationships. Your defensive threat response, when
triggered, is likely to trigger a defensive response in others. They won’t be
keen to try to get to know you better or become your friends.

But there’s good news for you OC folks: when you’re stressed or
anxious, you can turn on your safety system by changing your physiology.
You can use your body to send a message to your brain that everything is
okay. You don’t have to try to force yourself to relax (like that’s going to
work anyway—lol!). You can just turn off your anxiety by switching on
your social-safety system.

How to Switch On Your Social-Safety System
There are a number of ways you can switch on your social-safety

system when you feel anxious and stressed (Lynch 2018b, 94-99). Feeling
tense is a sign that you might be in a threat or overwhelmed state. Use the
techniques below to change your physiology and go back to your social-
safety system. Start practicing right away—right as you read the
descriptions of the techniques below. And try them all out and a number of
times to find the ones that work best for you. Then repeat those that work
whenever you need them. And remember our emotional states are ever-
changing and that after you switch on the social-safety system, something
might happen to switch it back off. Keep on activating your social-safety
system whenever you feel it’s off.

FACIAL EXPRESSIONS AND BIG GESTURES
Your social-safety system can be turned on or off simply by how you

move your facial muscles and position your body. When threatened or



tense, your facial muscles naturally become frozen, and you lose the ability
to communicate with others via facial expressions. By deliberately moving
your facial muscles, you are sending a cue to your brain that you are safe.
Facial movements tell your brain: I must be safe, because the facial muscles
I use when I feel safe to express my feelings are moving.

You can activate your social-safety system by:

Moving facial muscles

Exaggerating facial expressions

Opening hands and arms in welcoming gesture

Talking with your hands rather than keeping your arms and hands
close to your body

By moving your facial muscles, not only you will switch on your own
social-safety system, but you will also help others get into their social-
safety system. How? Well, our easygoing facial expressions and gestures
are sending a message to others that we trust them and that all is well.

Now try this out, and then repeat whenever you can—whether alone at
home or elsewhere:

In front of a mirror, practice tensing, releasing, and stretching your
facial muscles.

Exaggerate your expressions.

Wiggle your eyebrows.

Scrunch up your eyes.

Pucker your mouth.

Stretch your lips as wide as they can go; open your mouth and eyes as
wide as they can go.

Stick out your tongue as far as it can go.

Raise your eyebrows and stretch all of these muscles as much as you
can at the same time.

Now close your eyes as hard as you can and scrunch up all of the
muscles in your face—then release the tension.



Tense and release as many different facial muscles as you can—see if
you can find all of them!

Repeat whenever possible throughout your day.

TENSE AND RELAX
Tensing and relaxing the body is one of the most commonly used

methods of relaxation. Let’s practice a progressive muscle relaxation
(sometimes called “paired muscle relaxation”).

Do it now:

Start with tensing your toes and feet. Hold the tension (for five
seconds) and then let go and release. Notice how it feels to be tense
and also relaxed. Notice the difference between the two.

Move to the legs and body. Tense all the muscles, hold, and then let
go and release.

Your arms. Tense arms, make fists with your hands, hold, and then
relax.

Your shoulders. Tense, hold, and then relax.

Your neck and throat. Tense, hold, and then relax.

Your facial muscles (forehead, eyes, cheeks, lips, jaw). Tense, hold,
and then relax.

Repeat whenever possible throughout your day. You might also look
for relaxation practices on the Internet and try some.

SLOW YOUR BREATHING
Breathing quickly and shallowly (hyperventilation) happens often

when we are under threat and experience extreme fear. Deliberately slowing
your breath is effective in reducing emotional arousal. The parasympathetic
nervous system will send signals to the brain that all is well, and you can
relax. To breathe in this way, purposely exhale longer than normal and slow
your rate of breathing to six breaths per minute. Focus on stomach
breathing, not chest (shallow) breathing.



Try this: Imagine filling a balloon in your tummy with your breath.
Count to five as you inhale, hold for two, then count to eight for the
outbreath. Repeat for ten breaths.

Repeat whenever possible throughout your day.

Bringing It All Together: Big 3+1 (Fantastic Four) 
(Lynch 2018b)

Now try this:

1. Sit leaning back in a chair (in a relaxed pose). That signals to
you brain: I’m chilled out.

2. Take a slow, deep breath. Taking a slow breath moves your
diaphragm and activates the parasympathetic nervous system.

3. Do a closed mouth cooperative smile.

Turn both corners of your mouth upward, keeping
your mouth closed. Accompany this by narrowing
your eyes (“crow’s feet” wrinkles will show up at the
edges of your eyes—they characterize genuine
smiles).

4. Do an eyebrow wag.

Raise both eyebrows and then drop them. (It’s a wag—
don’t keep them up forever.)
This signals to others: I want to be your friend and I like
you.
Friends often greet each other with an eyebrow wag.

Now watch the YouTube clip on the effect of the talking eyebrows
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZaO-llc_E64

Repeat whenever possible throughout your day.

USE YOUR SENSES
Look



Gaze at pictures or photos that make you feel calm.

Paint your nails.

Read a book or magazine or watch your favorite film.

Be mindful of the sights that pass in front of you.

Create something (knit, crochet, paint, doodle). You might like to
create something to give to someone as a present.

Compile a list of quotes that inspire you.

Listen

Listen to soothing music (music has an impact on how we process
emotions).

Be mindful of sounds around you (birds, rain, trees, traffic).

Sing.

Listen to an audiobook or guided relaxation.

Have a conversation with somebody and fully listen to what they have
to say.

Taste

Eat or drink something that you associate with happy memories.
Chewing is a way of getting into your social safety, and it has been
shown to improve memory and reduce stress. Swallowing is also a
way to naturally calm the body.

Have a hot or cold drink.

Smell

Smell your favorite perfume or try the testers in a shop.

Burn a scented candle.

Pay attention to smells that you enjoy (shampoo, fresh laundry,
freshly cut grass).

Touch



Have a bubble bath or a shower.

Stroke a pet.

Ask someone to massage your shoulders or give yourself a massage.

Curl up with a hot water bottle.

Squeeze a stress ball.

Hug another person (or yourself, or a soft object).

Remember: it is easy for your social-safety system to be switched off,
so we need to practice turning it on repeatedly!

Practicing Ways to Activate Social Safety
For the next week, look for opportunities to practice activating your
social-safety system. Use the chart below to track your progress (and
you can download extra copies at
https://www.newharbinger.com/48930). In it, describe the event and
your emotional state, note which skill you practiced and what impact it
had on your body and face.

Worksheet 5.1: Activating Social Safety

Day
The situation
and your
emotional state

Skills used to
activate social-
safety system

What happened in my
body and how it showed
on my face

Monday  
 
 
 

Tuesday  
 
 
 



Wednesday
 
 
 

Thursday  
 
 
 

Friday  
 
 
 

Saturday  
 
 
 

Sunday  
 
 
 

Here are the Points from This Chapter That We
Don’t Want You to Miss

You are born with built-in brain-body networks that function
automatically to respond to important external or internal events,
which are called “cues.” There are five main cues: safety, novelty,
rewarding, threatening, and overwhelming. These cues, when you
encounter them, trigger your emotional response systems, preparing
you to act. If the cue is threatening, you are prepared to fight or flee.



Your brain receives internal cues from your body. If your body is
under threat, as is the case in starvation, you will experience anxiety
and distress associated with the threatened state. You’ll likely have a
monotone voice and a frozen facial expression.

OC folks often experience social situations as threatening. Why does
this matter? Other people respond to your facial expressions and body
language. It is hard to make friends if you are mostly living in a
threatened state.

That’s the reason we described different strategies to help you switch
on your social-safety system. Once you do that, you automatically
send friendly signals to others. Others find these signals genuinely
attractive. It might be difficult to believe (for now), but sending
“friendly signals” will get you more close, long-lasting friendships
than the shape of your body. Wouldn’t it be nice to belong and be
connected to others who care about you?

Are You with Us?
Look at all you have learned! Are you still tracking valued goals and
practicing self-enquiry to learn more about yourself? Remember, learning
about yourself is an ongoing process. Practice identifying cues and your
emotional states. And most importantly, activate your social-safety system
whenever you feel nervous or anxious in social situations. Try out all the
strategies we taught you. All this will assist you to live by your values and be
content.



CHAPTER 6.  

Social Signaling: What’s Your Armor and
How Do You Take It Off?

Now that you’ve been introduced to the five cues in the RO DBT
neuroregulatory model and you understand that being OC makes it more
likely that you exist in a threat state much of the time, it can help to
understand how you might have a defensive stance that unintentionally—
and sometimes without awareness—pushes people away. In this chapter
you’ll learn what we mean by your “armor” and how your behavioral armor
might negatively impact your connections and feelings of emotional
intimacy. We’ll talk about how perfectionism can be a form of armor and
how urge surfing can help you resist maladaptive or destructive urges and
live life more according to your values. We’ll also cover three main social-
signaling behaviors that can block connections with others and skills to
change those behaviors.

The Importance of Social Signaling
Social signaling can make the difference in whether you connect with others or
not. Here’s a story to illustrate what we mean (Lynch 2018b):

Hunting Dogs, Swords, and Shields
There once was a man who believed no one liked him. His friend
said, “Just go to the village and spend time in the square. You will
see that none avoid you.” The man said, “You don’t understand—
people really hate me. They look at me as if something is wrong
with me. I don’t see how this would work.” Finally, his friend
convinced him to try, and so he did. The next week his friend asked,



“How did it go at the village?” The man replied, “I did just as you
said. I went to the village with my three hunting dogs (restrained, of
course!), my shield on my back, and my sword in my belt (you never
can be too cautious!). What might you think happened? The
mothers in the village picked up their children and took them
inside. The fathers glared at me with contempt, and not a soul came
to speak to me on the bench I sat on in the center of the square. My
dogs weren’t even barking that much! And you think people like
me?!”

If you tend to experience threat a lot of the time, you’ve likely
developed ways to “protect” yourself so you feel safer in social situations—
kind of like bringing along your hunting dogs, swords, and shields.
However, while those coping mechanisms might help you feel safer, they
might also contribute to keeping you stuck. In other words, your social
signals might push people away, which helps you to feel safe but also keeps
you isolated.

A social signal is any action or overt behavior, regardless of its form,
its intent, or the performer’s awareness, that is carried out in the presence of
another person (Lynch 2018, xii). Social signals are ways that we
communicate quickly, often nonverbally, and often unintentionally. It is
important to note that even though social signals are often inadvertent, they
are still received loudly and clearly. For example, if you yawn when
someone is talking, it socially signals boredom and disinterest (even if you
yawned only because you’re exhausted). You can socially signal through
facial expressions, the way you hold your body, through touch, language,
voice tone, and actions. When trying to understand one’s social signals,
especially the unintentional ones, we ask the question “If I were a fly on the
wall, what would I see?” (Lynch 2018a, 251). This question allows us to
recognize that the signal is always something that someone else receives
(sees, hears, feels). Research shows when a person says one thing, like “I
think that’s brilliant,” but they socially signal another with an eye roll
(signal of disgust), the receiver believes the eye roll much more than the
words said. As you’ve learned in previous chapters, while not feeling
connected might help you feel safer in the short term—because you don’t
have to deal with the stress of social interaction—in the long run, the
disconnect will often make you feel worse. Being emotionally lonely will
decrease your mental well-being.



Knowing Your Armor (How You Cope and
Socially Signal)
The story “Hunting Dogs, Swords, and Shields,” shows us that due to

having a high threat sensitivity and often being in a state of threat, you
might actively and unintentionally do things that push people away.
Avoidance might be one type of armor you utilize, if you avoid people and
gatherings. Or maybe you do go to gatherings, but with a huge smile on
your face and nodding at everything people say to avoid any potential
conflict and thus stay safe. Is it possible that in your attempt to stay safe,
you’re socially signaling to others that you feel threatened and don’t trust
them? Have you ever noticed that it’s harder to express positive feelings
when feeling anxious? There are so many ways to keep your armor up and
to potentially push people away!

PERFECTIONISM
Are you a perfectionist? Perfectionism is an armor that people use to

protect themselves from feeling vulnerable. Perfectionists don’t ever feel
that they’re perfect—or even good enough. They feel that they need to
strive to be perfect and appear as perfect as they possibly can.
Unfortunately, this pursuit of perfection can signal that you think you’re
better than others or that you think others are incompetent.

Before Antonio and his wife, Sandra, divorced, they fought over many
“small things,” including whether she loaded the dishwasher “incorrectly.”
Antonio absolutely believed that there was a right way and a wrong way to

load the dishwasher. [Don’t you agree ? Tee hee.] Every time Sandra
loaded the dishwasher, Antonio would reload it the “correct way.” Over
time, she stopped doing it, since she knew he was planning on “fixing it”
anyway. Antonio didn’t want to be the only one doing the dishes, yet that’s
exactly what happened. By reloading it the “right way,” he was
communicating that Sandra was too incompetent to do it correctly and that
he believed his way was the only way. Not only did this create more work
for Antonio, but it also pushed Sandra away. No one likes to feel judged as
incompetent.

URGE SURFING



As you can see, Antonio had the urge to correct Sandra, and he always
followed through with that urge, because he believed he should. He didn’t
believe he could resist the internal pressure nor did he believe he should
resist. But it’s often not helpful to act on urges. Therefore, we wanted to
take a minute to talk about the skill “urge surfing” (Marlatt and Gordon,
1985; Lynch 2018b).

Throughout this book, we’ve mentioned various urges you might
experience—to correct others, overexercise, give up, pout, stonewall, or
punish yourself or others. You may have urges to not listen to others, to
hide, to blame, or to not eat. And now we’re asking you to notice and to
surf those urges. How does a person surf an urge? Urge surfing is making a
conscious decision not to respond or give in to an urge, impulse, or desire
that can feel compulsive but is not in keeping with your valued goals. If
Antonio had known this skill and had surfed his urge to correct Sandra, she
would have continued to help with the dishes, and perhaps they would have
gotten along better. Yes, you can decide if you’re going to give in to an urge
or surf it until it goes away. Yes, it will go away. Honestly. As you are OC,
you’re probably already good at delaying some urges, so this plays into
your strengths. You just need to decide if there are other urges that you want
to surf in order to have a life worth sharing and to live according to your
values.

The aim of urge surfing is not to get rid of the urge, but to learn that
urges don’t last indefinitely and that it’s possible not to act upon an urge.
Urge surfing really works! Lets’ take an example of fighter pilots to see
how doable urge surfing actually is, even in really intense situations.

Fighter Pilots (Lynch 2018b)
Fighter pilots often experience nausea and the urge to vomit under
high G-forces. However, if they vomit, it would clog up their face
mask and potentially affect the breathing apparatus needed to
survive the low oxygen levels at high altitudes. They’re taught to
mindfully observe the urges associated with feeling sick as
sensations that will come and go naturally. Over time, these
sensations are no longer experienced as signals that something is
wrong and dangerous, and they subside.



When you don’t immediately act on an urge (e.g., you don’t scratch an
itch), it may initially get stronger. If you respond to an urge when intensity
is high, the brain learns that eventually you’ll give in, and this will increase
the sensation of the urge in the future. But if you wait a bit and don’t
respond, the intensity of the urge will decrease, and your brain will learn
that urges can pass. Urge surfing will train your brain not to respond to the
urge the next time you have it. If you repeatedly don’t respond to an urge,
its sensation will become less intense over time.

Remember—you can’t stop the waves, but you can learn how to surf
them!

Worksheet 6.1: Urge Surfing
Try to notice when you have the following urges:

To control
To hide
To correct someone (telling them what to do or how to
do it)
To walk away during a conflict
To tidy or clean
To change the topic of conversation
To restrict food intake
To binge
To purge after eating
To overexercise
To leave a lesson or party
To hit someone
To walk away during difficult feedback
Any others? 
 
 
 

Simply observe and surf the urge rather than respond to it.



Now back to perfectionism! As you likely know, perfectionism is often
related to symptoms of an eating disorder. How about your eating disorder?
Is it possible your eating disorder pushes connection away as well?
Remember John and his ongoing drive to live his life as healthfully as
possible.

John had all kinds of rules about exercise and food and did all he
could to adhere to those rules. He made a big deal about following
those rules even when it created significant inconvenience for
others. On vacations, he still went for a five-mile run every
morning, even if that meant he missed breakfast with the family. If a
restaurant did not have lactose-free, gluten-free, vegetarian
options, he’d sit quietly through the meal, “trying not to make a big
deal about it,” while everyone felt uncomfortable that he was only
drinking water with lemon. His children often heard him say, “I’d
never put in my body all of that crap that you’re willing to put into
yours.” When he did not eat when they were out, his kids imagined
him judging them for eating “that crap.” The kids talked with their
mother about how he thinks he’s better than everyone else, because
he follows such strict rules, and he’s said that they could follow
them too, if they only had more willpower. He also frequently
commented that they didn’t need to follow the rules, because they
didn’t have such high expectations of themselves physically.

John didn’t intend to communicate a feeling of superiority, but that’s
exactly what his kids heard, every time.

Do you have rules about food, fasting, and exercise that you feel you
must obey? Is it in line with your values to know you might be hurting
someone you care about when you signal that following your rules is more
important than their feelings?

Perfectionism is a trait that can lead to maladaptive social signaling.
Let’s discuss three of the five general categories of social signals that can
block connections and that are the more common behavioral patterns in the
OC coping style. Some might feel more relevant to you than the others.
Let’s take a look at each category and see how they might apply to you.

Inhibited or Disingenuous Emotional Expression



Worksheet 6.2: How Do I Express My
Emotions? 

Adapted from Lynch (2018b)
Okay, everybody jump up and down and let’s get started! Weeeee!
From this list, check all the behavioral coping methods you use that
relate to inhibited or disingenuous emotional expression.

 When people genuinely ask how you’re doing, do you say
“fine,” especially when you’re not?

 Do you tell people you like things even if you don’t,
because you don’t want to express a different opinion?

 Are you more likely to hide how you’re feeling, even in
personal relationships, never wanting others to know when
you’re upset?

 When you’re feeling distress, do you still keep a smile on
your face?

 Do people ever comment that you’re so cheery when you
aren’t at all cheery on the inside?

 Do people ever tell you that you should smile more?

 Has anyone ever asked you if you’re angry when you
aren’t at all angry?

 Do you change the subject when people ask you how you
feel?

 Do you speak super softly?

 When people ask you a personal question, do you ask
them a question back without answering their question to you?

What other social signals do you use related to inhibited and disingenuous
emotional expression?



How might this concept apply to your life, and with whom?

What valued goals does it prevent you from living by?



If I were a fly on the wall, how would I know that you’re inhibiting or being
disingenuous in your emotional expression? What would I see?

An inhibited or disingenuous emotional expression may be pushing
others away—intentionally or unintentionally. Let’s see how Suzi’s
disingenuous emotional expression impacted an interaction with her
boyfriend, Willis, when he visited her in graduate school.

Suzi didn’t want Willis to see how much she’d been missing him and
struggling due to loneliness. She was afraid it would make her look
needy, and she figured he wouldn’t want to spend time with her if
she was sad. So with a big smile on her face, she told him that
while she misses him, she’s been fine with him being away at school
as it helped her to focus on work. She added that she’s been more
productive than ever. But in signaling that she was fine being apart,
she unintentionally signaled to him that she didn’t miss him. In
truth, she was often so depressed that she couldn’t type one word of
her dissertation, and she was cycling between bingeing and
purging and self-harm to punish herself for the lack of productivity.
Willis said that he’d been really missing her, but he was glad she’d
been doing well. He admitted that he hadn’t been calling her much
because he didn’t want to bother her. He didn’t want his missing her
to bring her down, since she’s doing so well, and he’s found comfort
with some new friends.



Please keep in mind that context matters when you’re trying to
determine if your social signaling is maladaptive. Don’t be too hard on

yourself! Does your signaling have an intended or unintended
impact?

Before Suzi met Willis, she had gone on a date with Joe. She didn’t
like him very much, and she knew she didn’t want to go out with
him again. At the end of the date, Joe went in for a kiss, and Suzi
nudged him in the side to push him away. Suzi thought this was
obviously a maladaptive social signal. However, when looking
more closely at it, she saw it was not a maladaptive signal. She was
clearly expressing her real desire not to be kissed. However, if she
had nudged Willis when he told her he missed her, this would be
maladaptive, because she’d be pushing him away when she really
wanted him close.

Have you ever thought you were helping, protecting, saving, or
building relationships by not expressing yourself or by not genuinely
expressing yourself? In fact, research shows that expressing yourself openly
brings others closer to you, even if they don’t like what you’re saying.

Come on, don’t you feel closer to us, now? If this is a coping style
you use, try out this skill focused on being assertive and kind with the RO
DBT flexible mind PROVEs (Lynch 2018a, 379).

Handout 6.1: Assertive and Kind (with Flexible
Mind PROVEs)

Ready to be assertive and kind? Here we go! With a flexible mind
PROVE, you:

Provide a brief description of the underlying circumstance
Reveal your emotions about the circumstance—without blaming
Acknowledge the Other person’s needs and desires
Use your Valued goals to guide how you socially signal your needs
Practice self-Enquiry to decide whether (or not) to repeat your
assertion



Let’s see how Suzi used this skill when she was working on her
signaling to Willis. She recognized that she really did miss him, and hiding
that wouldn’t bring her closer to him.

First, Suzi Provided a brief description of what was motivating her
request for more attention from Willis. In doing so, she needed to be
careful to use qualifiers to signal humility and open-mindedness.
She said to Willis, “Initially, when you went back to school, I
imagined that you wouldn’t want to feel burdened by my missing
you, so I decided to talk to you only when you called me or when
we had a scheduled call. I told you that I needed to focus on work
and that I was being productive so that you wouldn’t feel badly for
not calling me more often, but then you began to call me less
frequently. I was so upset that I wasn’t hearing from you that I
could not focus on my work. I haven’t been as productive as I said.”

Then she Revealed her emotions about the situation openly
and directly, without blaming him. She said, “I didn’t want to let
you see how much I missed you because I was afraid it’d make me
look needy. I also imagined that you wouldn’t want to spend time
with me if I told you how sad I was when I missed you. So I tried to
focus on work, even though I struggled because of how much I
missed you. Then the less you called me, the more I felt I had to
hide my true feelings from you, because I was afraid they’d be too
much for you.”

Suzi then acknowledged the Other person’s needs and desires
by saying that while she imagined Willis would feel burdened by
her missing him, she now realized that he misses her too and that
by not hearing it from her, he might think she doesn’t care. She
recognized that Willis might want her to share her true feelings with
him, as it could help him feel more connected to her as well.

Using her Valued goals of connection and honesty, Suzi
realized she wanted to signal how much she cares instead of
toughing it out by keeping her feelings to herself. She was also
hoping that Willis would start calling her more often, so she asked
him if he’d be willing.

Practicing self-Enquiry helped her learn that while it feels
really uncomfortable to be vulnerable and share her feelings, it
might feel worse to feel disconnected. She realized that if her



boyfriend needs open affection, it’s in line with her values to try to
give him what he needs.

Now it’s your turn! Think about a recent time you used social signals
of inhibited or disingenuous emotional expression. Use the handout below
to try out this skill for assertiveness and kindness (also available at
https://www.newharbinger.com/48930).

Worksheet 6.3: Flexible Mind PROVEs
Provide a brief description of the underlying circumstance:

Reveal your emotions about the circumstance, without blaming:

Acknowledge the Other person’s needs and desires:

Use your Valued goals to guide how you socially signal your needs:



Practice self-Enquiry to decide whether (or not) to repeat your assertion:

Now that you know how to be assertive and kind, let’s take a
look at overly cautious, rigid, and rule-governed behavior.

Overly Cautious, Rigid, and Rule-Governed
Behavior

Worksheet 6.4: How Cautious and Rule-Bound
Am I? 

Adapted from Lynch (2018b)
Here we go again, everybody! Let’s shake it out and lean in! From this
list, check all the behavioral coping that you use that relates to overly
cautious, rigid, and rule-governed behavior.

 Do you always follow rules (even if they are only your own
rules—tee hee)?

 Are you always on edge?



 Are you highly detail focused, so that you see mistakes
everywhere, especially in yourself?

 Are you always waiting for the other shoe to drop?

 Are you likely to refuse to participate in activities because
you see the risk or the downside of the situation?

 When you do a risk-benefit assessment, is the risk side
almost always significantly bigger than the benefits side?

 Do you expect others to follow your rules?

 Do you judge those who do not follow your rules?

 Do you usually believe that your way is the best way?

 Do you need to plan for and prepare for everything?

 Are you dutiful?

 Do you tend to do the right thing regardless of how you
feel?

 Do you feel the need to correct others when they do not
do something your way?

What other social signals do you use that relate to overly cautious, rigid, and
rule-governed behavior?



How might this concept apply to your life, and with whom?

What valued goals does it prevent you from living by?

If I were a fly on the wall, how would I know that you’re inhibiting or being
disingenuous in your emotional expression? What would I see?



John and his wife, Julia, were invited to an evening barbeque at the
house of Julia’s best friend on the Fourth of July. There were only
four other couples invited, and John had met all of them before.
John was concerned that there would be nothing healthy to eat and
that he wouldn’t be able to get to bed by nine—he had a ten-mile
run on his training schedule for the next morning before work.
Because of this, he insisted he couldn’t attend. Julia asked him to
please reconsider as she cared about these people and really didn’t
want to go alone—again. John insisted there was just too much at
risk.

Do you think John was aware that while he made himself feel more
comfortable by refusing the invitation, he was signaling to Julia that his
concerns were more important than her wishes? In session, John recognized
that this was not in line with his values. (See the values section in chapter
3). John’s overly cautious tendencies made him feel the need to adhere
more rigidly to his rules. After all, if he loosened his routine even one time,
he might lose his whole focus! But in doing this, he communicated to Julia
that his needs were more important than hers. Without realizing it, he was
implying that her desire to go to the party was not smart, because it didn’t
fit with his rules. In addition, he made it clear that there would be nothing
even slightly healthy to eat, and he couldn’t bear to put toxic food in his
body. She tried to help him see that there were some things that would meet
his standards, but he dismissed this—there was no way that there would be
any healthy food there. In session, he realized that he might have signaled
to Julia that he is better than she is, because she would eat things that he
would never consider.

Have you ever refused to participate in activities because they seemed
too risky? Do you believe that anything new and different is likely to be
bad? Would you not go to a flower show because there would be too many
bugs? Do you not do things if you think you won’t do them well the first
time? If you do tend to have rules, is it possible that insistence on adhering
to those rules signals that you think you are better than others? How do you
feel about people who think they are better than you? Is it possible that you
unintentionally signal superiority? Might that push people away from you?
If this is a coping style you use, try out the Moving Forward with VARIEs



skills focused on helping you to move forward when you initially want to
pull away—to take a risk and not let your rules run your life (Lynch 2018b,
117).

Handout 6.2: Moving Forward with VARIEs
Ready to break some rules? Hold on to your hats because here we go!

Visualize the new behavior and describe emotions,
thoughts, and sensations
Check Accuracy of hesitancy, aversion, or avoidance
Relinquish compulsive planning, rehearsal, or
preparation
Activate one’s social-safety system and then Initiate the
new behavior
Nonjudgmentally Evaluate the outcome

Now let’s see how John used the VARIEs skill to help him with his
relationship with Julia, as he truly values that connection.

John first needed to Visualize letting go of his rules and going to
the party. While he knew he’d be anxious, he also knew it meant a
ton to Julia. He visualized going to the party even though he didn’t
know what food would be there. He used his awareness of his harsh
judgments about some foods to keep his actions from being guided
by those judgments. He imagined how happy Julia would be if he
was her partner at the party.

He then checked the Accuracy of his reasons for not feeling
able to go to the barbeque. There would be a large variety of food
and plenty he could eat, especially if he could let go of some of his
harsh judgments. He also realized that he could relax his bedtime
now and then to let Julia know that he cares about her feelings and
desires.

Relinquishing compulsive planning and preparation was
John’s next step. He had to give up his need to know what would be
served, and he needed to let go of his belief that he needed to get to
bed early for his morning run.



Before going to the party, John knew he needed to activate his
social-safety system to help him Initiate the new behavior. First, he
returned to his daily routine of doing the RO DBT Loving Kindness
Meditation (more on this later!). On the day of the barbeque, he did
the Big 3+1 and he shared his anxiety with Julia, which helped him
feel supported.

After the barbeque, John took time to nonjudgmentally
Evaluate the outcome of moving toward his values and a new
behavior (going to the party) instead of again refusing to
participate. While he did feel stressed about the food at first, he
found things to eat, and he was glad he went—every time he looked
over at Julia, she smiled radiantly at him. He realized that for the
sake of improving his relationship with her, it was worth the
discomfort he felt. He was also able to wake up at his usual time
the next morning, even though he had gone to bed late. He stayed
in bed an extra fifteen minutes in the morning, cuddling with Julia,
because they hadn’t felt that connected in a while.

Your turn again! How about trying this for yourself? Think of a time
you found yourself using overly cautious, rigid, and rule-governed behavior
and give VARIEs a try. Use the worksheet below (also available at
https://www.newharbinger.com/48930) to practice this skill for moving
forward when you want to withdraw or for trying out new behaviors.

Worksheet 6.5: VARIEs
Visualize the new behavior and describe emotions, thoughts, and
sensations:

Check Accuracy of hesitancy, aversion, or avoidance:



Relinquish compulsive planning, rehearsal, or preparation:

Activate your social-safety system and then Initiate the new behavior:

Nonjudgmentally Evaluate the outcome:

Now that you know how to take more risks (safe risks of course!

) and be a bit more flexible around rules, let’s look at how aloof
and distant social signals impact connection.



Aloof and Distant Relationships

Worksheet 6.6: What Is My Style of Relating? 
Adapted from Lynch (2018b)

Whoop-de-do! Let’s have some fun being aloof and distant! Can you
show us how excited you are? Or are you feeling aloof? From this list
below, check all the behavioral coping that you use that relates to this
style of relating.

 Do you struggle to show others that you care?

 Do you wear headphones even when you aren’t listening
to anything to prevent people from talking to you?

 Do you play games on your phone to keep people away?

 Do you never ask for or accept offers of help?

 Do you avoid eye contact?

 Do you try to make yourself as small as possible?

 Do you sit with your arms crossed?

 Do you smile or laugh only when someone makes a joke
you find truly hilarious?

 Do you avoid looking at people when they talk to you?

 Do you tend to leave when you are uncomfortable,
especially during conflicts?

 Are you secretly proud of your self-control abilities? And
do you judge others for not having that ability?

 Do you distrust others?

 Do you delay or avoid returning calls and texts?

 Do you turn down invitations often?

Are there other social signals you use that relate to an aloof and distant
relationship style?



How might this concept apply to your life, and with whom?

What valued goals does it prevent you from living by?

If I were a fly on the wall, how would I know you’re being aloof and distant?

Let’s take a look at how Stephanie’s aloof and distant signaling
showed up for her.



Stephanie made plans with two new friends, Cindy and Caroline, to
get together for dinner in two weeks. As the date approached,
Stephanie realized that they hadn’t decided when to meet or what
each should bring. Since Stephanie was feeling a bit down and not
very social, she thought that she would see if they reached out to
her—as a way of letting the chips fall where they may. If they
contacted her, she’d go, and if they didn’t, she’d assume it was
cancelled. Around the time she thought they would get together,
Stephanie called Cindy, who was going to host, but she didn’t
answer. She then felt justified in not showing up. She’d tried to
reach out, right? She later saw on Facebook that Cindy and
Caroline got together for dinner without her. She was hurt and
angry that they left her out. When she picked up her phone to text
them that she’d thought the dinner was cancelled, she saw that
they’d both texted her on Thursday. Thursday had been a difficult
day for Stephanie, and she’d ignored all texts that day. She’d
forgotten to go back and check them.

Is it possible that by letting the chips fall where they may, Stephanie
signaled that she didn’t care? Is it possible that this pushed her friends
away? How often do you think something is too much of a hassle and later
regret the decision to not participate? Are you not sharing your life because
it can feel like a hassle at times? How might that prevent you living by your
values of connection? If this is a coping style you use, try out the RO DBT
skill Flexible-Mind Is DEEP, which focuses on self-disclosure and
vulnerability (Lynch 2018b, 215).

Self-Disclosure and Vulnerability

Handout 6.3: Flexible Mind Is DEEP
Ready to take a leap of faith? Being vulnerable is exciting, isn’t it? Let’s

do it!

Determine your valued goal and the emotion you want to
express.



Effectively Express by matching nonverbal signals with
valued goals.
Use self-enquiry to Examine the outcome and learn.
Practice open expression again and again.

When discussing the interaction in session, Stephanie realized that
she felt even more alone and lonely when she discovered that her
friends got together without her. Now let’s see how Stephanie
discussed using the skill Flexible Mind Is DEEP in similar
situations in the future. Remember that we look back on our actions
in the past to learn—not to beat ourselves up for what we did or
didn’t do.

In order to work on changing her signaling to be more in line
with her values, Stephanie first needed to Determine her valued
goal and the emotions she wanted to express. While she loves her
friends and enjoys being with them, she felt a bit overwhelmed by
what it would take to join them (shower, get dressed, put on make-
up, take public transportation to Cindy’s house, worry about what
she would eat all day so that she could eat with her friends, feel
badly about all those calories, and worrying—as she often did—
that Cindy and Caroline are closer than she is to either of them).
She had to reestablish her valued goal of connection, and she had
to affirm that this was more important than avoiding discomfort.

Stephanie then had to effectively Express herself by matching
nonverbal signals with valued goals. She recognized that letting the
chips fall where they may likely signaled to her friends that she was
not excited about seeing them, which is not in line with her valued
goals. She realized she could easily have expressed her valued goal
by following up with them a week before they were supposed to get
together in order to confirm the details (time, what they would
bring). She could have even told them that she was feeling down,
and that she knew the get-together would help her.

Finally, in finishing up the Flexible Mind Is DEEP skill,
Stephanie needed to be committed to Practicing open expression
frequently. She could share her internal experiences and struggles
with her close friends while also sharing her love for them and her
enjoyment when they were together. She committed to reaching out
to her friends to set up another dinner.



How about trying it now? Give this a go, thinking about the last time
your personal social signals of aloof and distant style of relationships
showed up. Use this worksheet (also available at https://www
.newharbinger.com/48930) to explore self-disclosure and vulnerability to
increase intimacy.

Worksheet 6.7: Flexible Mind Is DEEP
Determine your valued goal and the emotion you want to express:

Effectively Express by matching nonverbal signals with valued goals:

Use self-enquiry to Examine the outcome and learn:

Practice open expression frequently:



Monitor Your Discoveries
What did you discover about your social signaling in this chapter? Isn’t

this cool?! Did you mark maladaptive social signals under each of the three
categories? Monitor them throughout the next week or two on the chart
below, marking Y when you exhibited the maladaptive social signal and N if
you didn’t. Look how Stephanie did it in the first row. On Monday she
received an email about a job opportunity, and she didn’t respond, thinking
that she’d see if they reached out again during the week. On Thursday she
thought about making plans with friends for Saturday but didn’t pursue it.
On Friday and Saturday, she decided to fully let the chips fall where they
may. She realized that only made her feel more alone and further from her
valued goals. (You can also download this chart from
https://www.newharbinger.com/48930.)

Worksheet 6.8: Monitoring Social Signaling

Stephanie’s Week

Social Signal Mon Tues Wed Thurs Fri Sat Sun

Let the chips fall where they may Y N N Y Y Y N

Your Week

Social Signal Mon Tues Wed Thurs Fri Sat Sun



 
 

 
 

 
 

Now you give it a try with a few of the social signals you’ve
discovered in yourself. At first just observe, without trying to change
anything. Notice how often you use them, with whom, and what the
consequences are—both positive and negative. Remember, don’t be too
hard on yourself, either! What might be there for you to learn?

Are You with Us?
Look at all you’ve learned! Are you still tracking valued goals and practicing
self-enquiry to learn more about yourself? Have you started to practice
identifying cues and your emotional states? As you can see, not only is
learning about yourself an ongoing process, it can be an increasingly complex

and demanding process too! Bet you’re up to the challenge! Try out all
the strategies we taught you. As you begin to take off your shields, you’ll see
that others will feel closer to you, and you’ll, in kind, feel closer to them.



CHAPTER 7.  

Social Flexibility

Now that you know how your armor blocks connections, and you have
started interacting in a more open and vulnerable way (yay for you!), let’s
talk about your states of mind and how they can impact your relationships.

States of Mind
You read about perfectionism in chapter 6. You might be a perfectionist if you
believe that you need to do everything right and you are terrified to be seen
making a mistake—but inside, you never ever feel good enough. Perfectionism
makes it difficult to open oneself up to feedback, because it can feel like
someone is saying to you, “Nana nana booboo! You stink at this!” How you
respond to feedback and changes depends on your state of mind.

You can be in an open or a closed state of mind. What’s the difference?
Glad you asked. When you’re in open mind state, you embrace new
information; listen, reflect, and learn from feedback; and adjust to an ever-
changing world. Of course, this doesn’t mean you always accept the
feedback or that everyone should go around constantly giving feedback.
When you have a closed mind, you block new information, rigidly stick to
your own beliefs and opinions, disregard feedback, and refute the
possibility of any new learning or change. Why does it matter? Because a
closed mind state can keep you stuck in a rut and alienate you from others.
It can stop you from learning and growing. It can even be dangerous, if you
don’t listen to important information about possible risks.

When you feel threatened, you’re even more likely to close off your
mind (Vansteenwegen et al. 2008; Lynch 2018a). It’s all about protection.
Threat evokes in all of us the need to defend and fight or flee. OC folks are
prone to perceive events and people as threatening, hence they will relate to



the world from a closed mind more often. And threats can come in many
forms—novel, unpredictable situations (surprise parties—shudder), new
ideas (your boss decides to reorganize your workplace), being criticized for
being quiet. Oh yeah, but we still haven’t told you the two types of closed
mind. Let’s take a look at them!

Fixed Mind
Imagine that you’re piloting a ship in the Antarctic. Suddenly, a huge

iceberg looms out of the fog, right in front you. You’re afraid, but at the
same time, you firmly believe that your ship is indestructible. You’re so
sure of it that you don’t consider other possibilities. So you sail ahead with
full power, thinking, I can break right through this iceberg! No need to
change course! Of course, remember what happened on the “unsinkable”
Titanic’s first (and only) journey (Lynch 2018b, 233-253)?

How do you react when there are icebergs in the way of your recovery
or achieving your valued goals? (No, not real icebergs, but obstacles you
encounter.) Are you open to input from others when their ideas differ from
yours?

When you think you know all the answers (hmm, does the term “know
it all” come to mind?), that change is unnecessary, and that you don’t need
to consider feedback or suggestions from others, that’s called “fixed mind.”
In fixed mind, you stubbornly defend your opinions, beliefs, and actions.
You are right, and they are wrong. Period. You’re not the one who needs to
change! It’s those others who need to change! Your position is righteous.
All of us go to fixed mind-set from time to time (some more often than
others) (Lynch 2018b, 233-253).

Sometimes fixed mind can be useful, as it’s our “fighter.” It protects us
from doubts and ambivalence, or when we must defend ourselves, for
instance, soldiers in war. With fixed mind, you feel confident and less
anxious in situations where there is a lot of uncertainty and unpredictability.
But in most situations, fixed mind keeps you stuck and doesn’t allow you to
learn from feedback and change. Fixed mind also can negatively impact
your relationships. Let’s see Stephanie’s example:

Stephanie was having lunch with a couple of friends from the eating
disorder support group. Her friend Suzi said, “Hey, Steph, I’m a



little worried about you. You’re not eating much, and you look
thinner. Have you thought about asking your therapist about a
higher level of care?” Stephanie responded, “That’s ridiculous! I’m
fine! You don’t have a clue! There is no way I am stepping up my
treatment!” Suzi said, “I’m sorry. But know that I asked only
because I’m worried. And you’re one of my best friends—I really
care about you.” Stephanie then went silent and did not say
anything to anyone for the rest of the lunch.

Let’s take a look at another example of fixed mind and how it
impacted John and his family on his daughter’s birthday:

Since the kids were young, John’s family enjoyed a tradition of
birthday breakfasts. The birthday person would pick what they
wanted to eat, and the family would cook it together. As the kids got
older and John got more into his exercise, John decided that the
kids were old enough that they probably no longer cared about that
tradition. He started getting up early to run, even on the kids’
birthdays. The first time he did that, his wife, Julia, told him that
they had waited an hour and then ate without him. John said he’d
just lost track of time. The next year, on the eve of his daughter’s
birthday, John set his alarm for his morning run. Julia noticed this
and decided to give him some feedback (she also knew he was
learning RO). She said, “I noticed you set the alarm. Honey, it’s
Katie’s birthday, and we have her birthday breakfast planned. Can
you please skip your run for one day and have a breakfast with us?
I’m asking because it’s her birthday. We miss you, and we wish you
would stay home to be with us.” John felt threatened by the request
not to run, and he felt badly to hear the feedback that his family
missed him. He responded, “I need to run to feel like I can relax
and enjoy the day with the family. I don’t really eat breakfast
anyway, so it doesn’t really matter.” Julia said, “Even if you don’t
eat with us, we just want you to be with us.” John felt worse and,
with irritation in his voice, said, “I’m only going eight miles
tomorrow. I’ll be back before you know it.”

As you can see, fixed mind usually comes with feelings of irritation,
frustration, or anger, because you think it’s wrong that others are
questioning your point of view (Lynch 2018b). You have an urge to defend
your view, because others are mistaken. You know what is the right rule and



right answer. If they push back at all, you can get numb and frozen and
completely stop interacting with them, because there’s nothing they can say
that you’re willing to listen to.

Loosening the Grip of Fixed Mind
Fixed mind can be tricky. You often don’t know when you’re in it. You

may just think you’re right. In the handout below we have outlined a few
steps that you can take to help yourself recognize and acknowledge that you
are in fixed mind.

Important note! It’s not possible to force yourself out of fixed mind.
And blaming yourself for your fixed mind isn’t helpful. Those approaches
just don’t work. But if you activate your social-safety system and treat
yourself with kindness, it’s likely that you’ll be more open to new
information. Remember, no one is correct all the time (not even you or me)
and feeling threatened is linked with closed mind. So if your social-safety
system is activated, it is more likely that you will loosen the grip of fixed
mind.

PRACTICE OPPORTUNITY
Think about a recent time when you found it difficult to let go of your

perspective and consider another point of view. Got one? Great! Now use
handout 7.1 to learn how to loosen the grip of fixed mind (adapted from
Lynch 2018b).

Handout 7.1: Loosening the Grip of Fixed Mind
Step 1: When feeling psychologically threatened, observe emotions,
urges for action, and thoughts that may be linked to fixed mind. Ask
yourself:

Are you feeling irritated, nervous, angry, numb, or
empty?
Do you have urges to defend yourself or ignore what is
happening?



Do you think that it is wrong for others to question your
point of view?
Are you confident that you know the answer or that the
other person is wrong?

Step 2: Acknowledge the possibility of being in fixed mind.

Acknowledge that physical tension in the body means
you feel threatened.
Acknowledge that you are fighting or resisting something
without mindlessly letting go of your point of view.
Gently remember: when in fixed mind, your thoughts,
emotions, urges, and sensations are determined by your
past experiences.
Remind yourself that fixed mind alerts us to those things
in our life we need to be more open to, to improve
ourselves or learn.

Step 3: Don’t try to fix fixed mind. Be kind instead.

Practice being open to what is happening in this
moment. Let go of assuming you have the correct
answer. Encourage yourself to stay open to the
feedback. (See also chapter 11.) Consider that you
might be sticking to your rules, even when this pushes
people away.
Change physiology: 
Use Big 3+1: closed-mouth smile while breathing deeply,
use eyebrow wags. 
Use a loving-kindness practice (more on this in chapter
12) by repeating silently to yourself: May my fixed mind
find peace; may my fixed mind be content; may my fixed
mind be safe and secure.
Rather than resisting, fixing, or defending your fixed
mind, allow it to simply be. Trying to control fixed mind is
like criticizing yourself for being too self-critical—it just
doesn’t work.



Forgive yourself for being in fixed mind; remember that
we all have a fixed mind.
Take a courageous step of going opposite to fixed mind.
Try to laugh at your imperfections and stay open to
different perspectives.

Let’s go back to Stephanie.

Later that afternoon, when she left her friends, Stephanie reflected
and asked herself, “Was I in fixed mind?” She looked at handout
7.1, Loosening the Grip of Fixed Mind. She recognized that she was
irritated and angry with Suzi’s comment. She acknowledged that
she’d been defensive and refused to even consider that Suzi had a
point. She didn’t want to face that her eating had been slipping
lately—she’d been restricting her food and hadn’t been following
her nutritionist’s meal plan. She remembered that when you’re in
fixed mind that alerts you that there are things you need to be more
open about. She decided to do the loving-kindness meditation and
be kind to herself, forgiving herself for being in fixed mind. She
didn’t think she needed more but decided to consider that she might
be wrong and ask for opinions that she trusted. She phoned her
therapist, explained everything, and asked her opinion about more
support. She then called Suzi to thank her for giving her some
difficult feedback and for being an honest, caring, and trustworthy
friend.

Fatalistic Mind
If fixed mind is digging in your heels to defend your position, then the

other closed mind-set, fatalistic mind, is throwing your hands up in the air.
Fixed mind says that change is unnecessary because you know all the
answers, fatalistic mind says that change is impossible, problems are
unsolvable, and there are no answers. If fatalistic mind were the captain of
the Titanic, after hitting the iceberg, he’d retreat to his cabin, lock the door,
and refuse to help his crew launch lifeboats—the disaster has happened, and
nothing can make it better (Lynch 2018b, 233-253). Let’s look at
Stephanie’s example.



Stephanie has always wanted to return to college, but she has been
afraid she’d fail. She was talking with her mom about it one night,
and her mom said, “You’re so smart, and I know if you really gave
it effort, you could do whatever you want.” Stephanie felt
overwhelmed at the thought of it: “Mom, you know I’m not the type
of person who can just decide to do something like that. You think
I’m smart only because you’re my mom. I’ll never be good enough
to get the grades I’d want. It’d only cause me more stress.” Her
mom smiled: “I really believe in you.” Stephanie looked at her and
said, “Sure, Mom, I’ll think about it,” knowing full well she had no
intention of giving it another thought.

Fatalistic mind is an escape artist, especially when you don’t want to
take responsibility for your actions. While fixed mind puts up vigorous
resistance to challenging feedback, fatalistic mind gives up and shuts down
when you don’t get what you want or when you feel overwhelmed. Instead
of fighting or resisting, fatalistic mind gets you to abandon hope and
withdraw from a situation, fooling you into believing that you have good
reasons to do so and that you’re not just avoiding it. Fatalistic mind can lead
you to behave in a way that can be best described as shooting yourself in
the foot. Sometimes you can flip from one closed mind to another, from
firmly resisting to suddenly giving up. And sometimes you can get very
fixed about not acknowledging that you’re in fatalistic mind.

However, fatalistic mind does not always mean that you are
necessarily doing anything wrong—you may be working too hard and need
a rest. The truth is that at least sometimes you need to rest or to reward
yourself for hard work. This is a part of healthy living and taking care of
yourself. Only if you can take good care of yourself, will you be in good
position to help others.

PRACTICE OPPORTUNITY
Think of a recent time when you were in fatalistic mind and then

complete the exercise below.

Check the following statements or thoughts that you had:

It will never work.
Why bother.



Can’t do it.
I don’t care.
Whatever.
Yes, but it didn’t work last time.
Nothing’s going to fix me.
This book won’t fix me.

Do you have these thoughts when you hear unwelcome feedback or feel
frightened about a situation? Are there any other thoughts that you have about
giving up?

And now consider these two statements and then describe situations
when this happened in your life:

“I found myself thinking that others should change first—
or at least admit they may have made a mistake—before
I should consider doing the same.”



“I was secretly hoping that by blaming myself, the other
person would stop giving me feedback.”

Learning from Fatalistic Mind
Handout 7.2, Learning from Fatalistic Mind, gives you the steps to

take when you find you are in fatalistic mind (Lynch 2018b).

Handout 7.2: Learning from Fatalistic Mind
Step 1: Observe emotions, urges, and thoughts that may be linked to
fatalistic mind. Does any statement below apply to you?

I feel unappreciated, misunderstood, helpless, offended,
sulky, pessimistic, or numbed.
Change is impossible (“Why bother?”); others must
change first before I can.
Everything will be fine; this problem will disappear,
despite repeated feedback that this is a serious problem.
I have urges to punish anyone suggesting that I should
change. I want to pout, cry, walk away, or deny. I make
unrealistic promises that I will change just to stop others
from giving me feedback.

Step 2: Acknowledge the possibility of being in fatalistic mind
(remember that fatalistic mind is the opposite of resisting or fighting).



Acknowledge that you want to give up. Remember that
fatalistic mind is your escape artist. It fools you into
thinking that you should give up and refuse to admit
you’re avoiding something.
Fatalistic mind is not always “bad.” Fatalistic mind can
help you recognize times when you are pushing yourself
too hard and when you need take a rest.

Step 3: Listen and learn from fatalistic mind by using the skills below to
surf the urge to give up, pout, or punish others.

Take the first step by acknowledging that you are
choosing to operate from fatalistic mind—no one can
force you to behave this way.
Go opposite to desires to numb out or give up. Be
present.
Let go of longing for the world to change or secretly
hoping that the problem will go away. Accept
responsibility for creating your own reality.
Stop blaming others for “making” you miserable and
admit to yourself (and others) how you’re contributing to
the problem.
Fatalistic mind thrives on secrecy. Reveal to the other
person your urges to stonewall or give up.
If fatalistic mind is signaling that you’re working too hard,
take a break.
Change your physiology to feel more socially safe by
using Big 3+1 while thinking about the problem or
feedback that your fatalistic mind has labeled as
unsolvable.
Turn your mind to the possibility of change.
Clarify the steps needed to solve the problem—and then
take the first step.
Focus on mindfully taking one step at a time.
Remember that rejecting help from others keeps you
stuck in fatalistic mind. Practice allowing others to



help you.
Forgive yourself for being in fatalistic mind.

Let’s see how Stephanie used this skill with her thoughts about going
to college.

The first thing Stephanie did was realize that she believed that
change was impossible. There was no point to trying, because no
matter what she did, she thought she would fail. She saw that she
was thinking, “Why bother?” and that she didn’t want to risk being
embarrassed by failure at college.

Next Stephanie had to acknowledge the possibility that she
was in fatalistic mind. She remembered that fatalistic mind is her
escape artist, and it could fool her into thinking that she should
give up and not admit that she’s avoiding something.

Stephanie then acknowledged that she was choosing to
operate from fatalistic mind, remembering that no one can force
her to behave this way. She went opposite to her desires to give up.
She had to let go of secretly hoping that the problem would go away
so that she could accept responsibility for creating her own reality.
This even helped her feel a bit empowered! She realized she had to
stop blaming her parents for not allowing her to go back to college
after first semester when she was eighteen because she was so
impaired by her anorexia. She went opposite to blaming others by
admitting to herself and eventually to her mother how she was and
still is contributing to the problem of her not having a college
degree. She told her mom that she realizes if she is going to go back
to school, she has to do it for herself. Because she knew that
fatalistic mind thrives on secrecy, she revealed to her mom her
urges to give up on this and admitted that while those urges are
strong, so was her desire to finish school. Stephanie changed her
physiology to feel more socially safe and less anxious by using Big
3+1 while thinking about the idea of going back to college.
Stephanie turned her mind to the possibility of change.

Stephanie then decided the next steps she needed to take in
order to get to school. She needed to decide where to go and then
she needed to apply. Stephanie knew she wanted to be close to
home, as her parents were her greatest support. Mindfully,
Stephanie decided to begin by looking at the colleges or



universities within a two-hour drive from home. Her parents offered
to help her pay for school and, while she wanted to refuse due to
her value of independence, she realized that rejecting help from her
parents would keep her stuck in fatalistic mind. She knew she had
to practice allowing others to help her, even though—and
especially when—it felt uncomfortable to do so. Finally, Stephanie
needed to forgive herself for being in fatalistic mind in the first
place.

PRACTICE OPPORTUNITY
Now it’s your turn. While thinking of a recent time when you were in

fatalistic mind, use handout 7.2 (Learning from Fatalistic Mind) to identify
and learn from fatalistic mind. Go through each step fully and notice any
changes in your thinking, sensations, and emotions.

Flexible Mind
Now that you have learned about the two types of closed mind, let’s

explore flexible mind. Flexible mind is the essence of radical openness and
exploration (Lynch 2018b, 243-248). So let’s go back to the first scenario—
you’re the captain of a ship and there’s an iceberg. With flexible mind,
you’ll change course and reduce the speed. Even if it hits, you won’t
abandon the ship when passengers are in trouble or vigorously insist, “It’s
my way or the highway!” In flexible mind, you openly listen to feedback
without immediately refuting what they’re saying. Flexible mind is willing
to experience new things with an open heart, without losing track of your
values. Flexible mind understands that we don’t see the world as it is—we
see it as we are. Let’s look at Antonio’s example.

Antonio was talking to his mother, Maria, on the phone. Maria
asked what was wrong with Daniel, Antonio’s son, because he
hadn’t called her in months. You see, Maria is OC too, and she
firmly believes that grandkids should call their grandmother, but
that grandmothers don’t have to call their grandkids.

Antonio said, “Well, Mom, sometimes when you talk to people,
you might unintentionally signal harsh disapproval, and they might
feel belittled.” (Perhaps Antonio also needed to learn a bit more
about how he might socially signal!) His mother huffed, “Well,



that’s a low blow!” (What mind state does this sound like?) Antonio
then realized that what he said likely signaled judgment. He said,
“I am sorry, Mom. I didn’t mean to sound judgmental. I thought
you were asking why Daniel might not have been calling.” Maria
responded, “Well, I’ll just never say anything ever again!” (What
mind state does this sound like?) Antonio teased, “Not only do I not
want that, but I also don’t think it would be possible. I am truly
sorry, Mom. I didn’t mean to upset you. Would you prefer if I
stopped giving you feedback?” His mom then took a deep breath
and let out a long sigh. She responded slowly, “Well, I guess
sometimes I might unintentionally make people feel like they’re
being judged when I talk with them.” To which Antonio responded,
“Hello, flexible mind!”

Finding Flexible Mind
To find flexible mind, the following tips can help (Lynch 2018b, 243-

248):

Turn your mind to the possibility of change, if change is what’s
needed.

Do what is needed in the moment. If you strive for perfection, stop
when feedback suggests that this is too exhausting or damaging for
your relationships. Accept that there are situations when you need to
break your rules, as your rules might keep you away from other
people and do not fit what is needed in the situation.

Accept that you carry your biases and self-deceptions wherever you
go—like the rest of us. Your present view of the world is influenced
by your past experiences. You don’t see the world as it is, but as you
are.

Take responsibility for your personal reactions to the world rather
than automatically blaming others or expecting the world to change. It
means taking responsibility for how you may have contributed to a
problem. Do this without harsh self-blame or falling apart.

When you’re in flexible mind, you can listen and adapt to other
people’s needs and feedback, when appropriate, in effective ways. You can



adjust to changing circumstances and environments. The social signals that
work in the after-work party are different than the signals that work in the
office.

So Now You Know
When feeling threatened, you are likely to go to a closed mind-set. There are
two opposite poles of the closed mind: a fixed mind and a fatalistic mind. Both
block learning from feedback and change, and both negatively impact your
relationships. You now know how to recognize if you are in closed mind and
what to do when you are, so that you can respond more effectively to others,
and find your flexible mind. These steps are summarized in handout 7.1,
Loosening the Grip of Fixed Mind, and in handout 7.2, Learning from
Fatalistic Mind. We suggest you keep them handy to use from now on. They
can help you turn your mind to the possibility of change, live in the moment,
and be more flexible.



CHAPTER 8.  

Shame, Guilt, and Embarrassment (Oh
Boy!)

What you’re feeling and thinking affects the way you social signal to other
people. Shame, guilt, and embarrassment are emotions we all feel and are
often the emotions that we have the most difficulty coping with effectively.
The way you cope with these emotions can impact your relationships and
your willingness to be with other people, and will influence if you’re
accepted by others or not. Bonds and intimate relationships are built
through being vulnerable, open, and showing affection. In this chapter
you’ll learn about the importance of self-conscious emotions and how to
cope with them effectively. Let’s take a look.

Belonging to a Group and Self-Conscious
Emotions

Long ago, the human species—frail compared to other species, like saber-
toothed tigers—survived because humans formed tribes. These tribes were
small and nomadic, but they allowed each member to share resources,
strengths, and emotional bonds with others. Safety was in numbers. Though
physical survival is a lot easier now, humans still need communities. You, me,
and the rest of the human race depend on other people for clothes, warmth,
food, and other basic needs, including companionship. We are still governed
(ruled) by the prehistoric anxious feeling that we are safer if we belong to a
group, even just two people. Most people belong to many different
communities—family, friendships, work colleagues, religious groups, sports
clubs, choirs, an ethnic or cultural group. Just now, you are also a member of a
RO DBT community, together with all the people who are reading this book.



Your brain responds to exclusion in the same way it would if you were
living in prehistoric times, when belonging to the group gave you best
chances for mere survival. In all honesty, if you were living in prehistoric
time, rejection by the group would likely have been a death sentence. Thus,
you, as all humans, are sensitive to being excluded from community. Your
brain is really trying to protect you. You are hardwired to notice signs of
social exclusion, and you automatically scan the facial expression of others
for signs of disapproval. Are you behaving in an acceptable way? Do they
seem to like you? Any facial expression you can’t clearly interpret, you’ll
likely see as disapproving (Davis et al. 2016). And if others disapprove of
you, you may feel fearful that they’re rejecting you. And this is when
emotions such as shame, guilt, and embarrassment can arise. While they
may be difficult to experience, they give you important information about
your behavior in relationships and can help you protect or repair your
connections with others. So activate your social-safety system, and let’s
take a closer look at some self-conscious emotions. (It’s really important.)

Rejection and Self-Conscious Emotions (Ouch!)
So shame, guilt, and embarrassment are often about fearing rejection

by others. Rejection by your group hurts! Rejection triggers self-conscious
emotions—you doubt that you can remain in the group; you question your
position within the group. Though these emotions can give you important
information about your behavior, people often desperately try to avoid these
emotions, even if they’re not aware of their avoidance. To avoid them, you
might instantly become angry, withdraw, or lie. Not so helpful for your
relationships! So, let’s have a closer look at each of these painful emotions.

Shame
You feel shame when you perceive that others disapprove of your real

or imagined failings or transgressions to the point that you might be
ostracized. You fear or have already experienced public exposure of your
violations of social norms or personal faults and weaknesses that damaged
the well-being of others. Shame can be a miserable experience (Lynch
2018b.



Disapproval, personal failings, and violations of social norms can be
real or imagined. That is, you can feel shame whether shame is warranted or
not. Shame is warranted when your personal actions have damaged or
ruined others—you took money from your sister’s wallet to buy something,
caused a car accident because you were texting, embezzled pension funds,
and so forth. Let’s consider an example from Amy.

When she was a freshman in high school, Amy always dressed
differently than her classmates. She encountered stares and felt
shame that she was an odd ball out. She sometimes skipped classes
to avoid people, but at the same time she felt ashamed for ditching
school.

Is Amy’s shame warranted or unwarranted? If you said “unwarranted,”
you’re right. Dressing differently than others doesn’t harm others. And her
unwarranted shame led her to isolate and interfered with several of her
valued goals. Let’s consider some other examples. Which of the following
is warranted shame? (Lynch 2018b)

Not doing well on a test

Making something for dinner that didn’t taste good

Not being able to afford what your friends can

Having an eating disorder

Having depression

Bodily functions

In the above examples, no important social norms were broken, and no
one was put at risk, harmed, or deceived. In all the above examples, shame
is unwarranted.

SIGNALING SHAME WHEN IT’S WARRANTED
It’s painful to feel shame. It’s the most painful of all the self-conscious

emotions. However, the facial expressions, voice, and body language you
make when you feel shame will signal to others that you are sorry. Shame
triggers you to lower your head, avoid eye contact, and maybe cover your
face with your hands. Your slumping shoulders and the shrinking of your
whole posture signals your shame. This signals you are submissive, and



others are likely to be more sympathetic and less angry when they see this
signal. Shame is pro-social, as your face, voice, posture, and gestures are
signals to others that you want to apologize, appease, and repair your
relationship with them. Expressing shame when it’s warranted is an
important signal to others that you care and that you regret your actions.
This can help you regain trust, and you might be forgiven. On the other
hand, isolating and withdrawing after warranted shame can damage your
relationships, lead to loneliness, and increase behaviors that aren’t healthy
for you (Lynch 2018b).

HOW TO DEAL WITH SHAME
Use the following skills (Handout 8.1) to deal with warranted shame

when you want to repair your relationships with others. Remember that
different skills are needed if your shame is unwarranted (see also figure
8.1).

Handout 8.1: Steps to Deal with Shame
1. In the heat of the moment, when feeling ashamed during a

social interaction, get into the habit of asking yourself: What is it
that I need to learn from my emotion? Remember self-enquiry
from chapter 4.

2. Ask yourself is your shame warranted. Have you intentionally
harmed or deceived another person for personal gain, or has
your behavior threatened the well-being of your community? If
the answer is yes, your shame is warranted. If the answer is
no, your shame is unwarranted.

3. Remember that, most often, people feel unwarranted shame,
so carefully consider what kind of shame you are feeling.

4. If your shame is warranted, then admit it to yourself, others
around you, and especially the person you harmed. If the
relationship is important to you, try to repair the relationship
without expecting anything in return.

Signal shame by lowering your head, looking down,
slumping your shoulders, and shrinking you whole



posture. Appear “small.”
Take responsibility for your actions with integrity and
apologize.
Cheerlead yourself. Remember, people who openly
admit warranted shame or guilt are perceived as
caring about the well-being of others, and use this
to encourage yourself.
If the other person is willing to repair your
relationship, combine your apology with cooperative
and friendly signals (warm smile, eyebrow wags,
eye contact).

5. If shame is unwarranted, resist urges to hide, apologize, or
appear small and go with opposite behaviors such as:

Behave as if you haven’t done anything wrong—
because you haven’t. However, make sure you check
with friends for your blind spots.
Don’t apologize.
Signal confidence. Stand or sit with your shoulders back
and chin up, maintain eye contact. Speak confidently
(don’t whisper), but stay open to feedback.

Here’s a diagram of how to determine whether shame is warranted.

Is Shame Warranted?



Figure 8.1

Remember that shame can prevent you from asking for or receiving
help. Dealing with shame effectively will help you to learn from feedback,
repair your relationships, and get support from others.

PRACTICE OPPORTUNITY!
Think of situations that you feel shame about. Use handout 8.1 to

determine if your shame is warranted or not. Then follow through with the
steps to deal with warranted shame or unwarranted shame. Practicing helps
you be ready to use the skill when a potentially shameful situation happens
in the future.

Double Extra Special Chill Break Wow. We’re guessing you’ve
been working hard. It’s time to take a break. Call a friend or do
something fun. Move around, play a game, listen to music, or take
a nap. Tell a joke, or laugh at a comedy routine. Learning about
yourself is not a race. We’ll wait for you!



Guilt
While shame comes from the way you think others view you and

behaviors that significantly harm others, guilt comes from your own
negative self-evaluation. When you fail to live according to your own
values, you tend to feel guilty. Guilt is an unpleasant emotion, like shame
and embarrassment. You may react to the uncomfortable, self-conscious
feeling of guilt by bingeing or restricting or punishing yourself through
excessive exercise. These strategies of attempting to get rid of
uncomfortable feelings aren’t effective, can be destructive, and don’t rectify
the situation or repair relationships. Plus, feeling increasingly guilty or
ashamed because of these behaviors can set in motion a never-ending cycle
of unpleasant emotions. So how do you cope with guilt effectively?

Like shame, guilt can be warranted or unwarranted. The first step in
coping with guilt is to determine whether the guilt you’re feeling is
warranted. How do you know? It’s warranted when you’ve done something
wrong, something that wasn’t in keeping with your values. For example, if
you accidentally dented someone’s car and left without leaving a note, guilt
would be warranted, as it goes against your value to be an honest person
who takes responsibility for your actions. It’s unwarranted if you have done
nothing wrong or against your values. If someone is sad because you have a
ticket to a sold-out play they want to see, feeling guilty that you get to go is
unwarranted. In the following examples, check whether you think the guilt
is warranted or not warranted:

A. You lie to parents, spouse, or caregivers about important
information.

B. You and a friend both apply to the same college. You’re accepted,
and your friend isn’t.

C. You eat dessert.

D. You forgot your mom’s birthday and blame your sister for not
reminding you.

E. You didn’t pass a test, even though you studied.

F. You yell at an employee at the cell phone store.



If you considered A, D, and F to be warranted guilt, we’d agree.
People try to avoid their guilty feelings in many different ways. They can
signal in unfriendly ways, not take responsibility for our own actions but
instead blame others, be unkind to others, and create distrust by lying about
important issues, damaging relationships. Those behaviors are against the
values that most people hold. Now let’s take a look at an example when
Suzi becomes aware of her unwarranted guilt.

Suzi’s sister, Constance, invited her out for lunch, because she knew
Suzi was struggling with isolating, and she wanted to support her.
Constance took her to a restaurant famous for chicken tenders.
They loved them when they were kids. Suzi recognized the efforts
her sister made, so she ate them, even though she hadn’t eaten
chicken tenders in years. Driving back from the restaurant, Suzi felt
overwhelmed with guilt for eating such a high-fat, high-calorie
meal. She also knew that if she purged, she’d feel guilty for purging
and guilty for lying to her sister (which she’d do if she purged).
Realizing that she’d feel guilty no matter what she did, Suzi knew at
least some of guilt was unwarranted. She thought about her values,
and she realized that lying to her sister was against her value to be
honest and that the unwarranted guilt that followed eating chicken
tenders was linked with her eating disorder thoughts. This helped
Suzi surf the urges to make up for eating those delicious tenders by
purging and lying. Then she went opposite the urges to shrink and
apologize, as her guilt was unwarranted; instead, she sat up
straight in her seat and focused on having a nice evening with her
sister in her apartment.

Let’s look at your personal experiences. When and in what ways have
you behaved in ways that aren’t in accordance with your values? (Alert!
Values are psychologically healthy concepts, not maladaptive beliefs based
on eating disordered thinking. Values were discussed in chapter 3, if you
want more information. Okay, now back to our topic.) What urges did you
have when you violated your values? When you feel guilty, you may have
an urge to make amends. You might act on that urge in ways that strengthen
relationships, or you may have an urge to hide or attack others because you
feel threatened by not living according to your values. Blaming others
would be a way of attacking when you feel threatened. Think of times when



you have felt guilty. Was the guilt warranted? How did you behave? How
did your behavior affect your relationship with the other person?

Situation

Warranted
or
unwarranted
guilt?

What did you
signal to
others? (facial
expression,
posture, voice
tone, actions)

If warranted, did
you take
responsibility
(without falling
apart) and repair
what you could?

How did your
actions affect
your
relationship
with the other
person?

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

Did you notice any patterns? Do you frequently feel guilty when you
haven’t done anything wrong? What do you do when you feel guilty?



Guilt is a pro-social emotion (it helps maintain bonds) and is often
expressed through apologies and attempts to make amends, such as gifts or
acts of service for the other person. It’s important to take responsibility and
repair the damage you’ve done to the best of your ability. Interestingly,
there’s no unique physiological way to express guilt as there is for shame
(lowered gaze, hunched shoulders). But at the same time, others tend to
distrust expressions of guilt if they aren’t signaled by the body as shame is.
It’s the nonverbal signals that send the message that you care (Lynch
2018b). Take responsibility, signal with your body that you’re sorry,
apologize, and repair what you did, if you can. When guilt isn’t warranted,
remember to go opposite. Going opposite would mean not apologizing or
showing a shrinking posture—as in Suzi’s example above, sitting up
straight in the car. If you are repeatedly apologizing when guilt isn’t
warranted, others may not trust or believe your apologies when your guilt is
warranted.

Embarrassment
Minor social transgressions, like loudly farting during the group daily

practice of silent meditation, slipping in public, and so on, warrant
embarrassment but not shame or guilt. Both shame and embarrassment
involve similar signals of hanging your head and avoiding eye contact.
However, embarrassment also involves smiling, blushing, sometimes
nervous face touching (Lynch 2018b). Plus, embarrassment is also more
difficult to fake than shame—it’s hard to blush on command. Expressing
embarrassment is appealing to others. People show embarrassment signals
when flirting (coy smiles, blushing). Feeling embarrassed is nothing to be
embarrassed about. Feeling embarrassed means that you care about other
people, and for this reason they will trust you more. If you show
embarrassment, you will be more liked for it. So…

Remember—show embarrassment when embarrassed! When you
show embarrassment, others will trust you more, and this will
improve your social connections.

So Now You Know



Shame, guilt, and embarrassment are important pro-social emotions.
Expressing warranted shame and guilt, along with the confirming social
signals, can help you to repair relationships. You have a guide (handout 8.1) to
help you recognize if shame and guilt are warranted and how to signal to
others your regret. But remember that not all feelings of shame and guilt are
warranted. When shame and guilt are unwarranted, stay confident and go
opposite. Then there’s embarrassment. Expressing embarrassment will make
you more likeable and trusted, so go ahead, no reason to feel embarrassed
about your embarrassment—show it!



CHAPTER 9.  

Social Comparisons, Envy, Bitterness,
and Harsh Judgments (Oh My!)

So far, we’ve focused on adjusting your social signaling to increase
connections with others. But that’s only one part of relationships. Another
part is learning to approach others with openness and authenticity about
your thoughts and feelings to build the kind of trust that helps you form
friendships and feel part of a community. In this chapter, we’ll practice
behaviors that cultivate openness, trust, and deepen connection with others.

When you’re an individual with overcontrolled coping, being open
with your thoughts and feelings, new ideas, and the feedback of others most
likely is not what you learned as you grew up nor is it your natural
inclination. You’re more likely to adhere to the “never let them see you
sweat” school of thought and have armor to cover up the emotions that
make you vulnerable in social situations (see chapter 6). Whether you put
on your armor is likely influenced by your internal experiences: thoughts,
urges, emotions, and sensations. Some of these experiences are particularly
characteristic of OC coping, like social comparisons, envy, and bitterness. If
you often compare yourself with others and envy others, you’re likely to
harshly judge yourself and others and to be bitter about past experiences.
You likely don’t want others to know about your envy, judgments, or
bitterness, so you put on a mask to hide it.

Social comparisons, envy, bitterness, and harsh judgments affect your
social signaling and can interfere with relationships. It’s difficult to signal
openness and friendliness when you’re stewing bitterly behind your mask.
So here we’ll look at social comparisons and some ways to cope. We’ll also
discuss increasing social connections both through forgiveness (of others or
yourself) for behaviors that might otherwise lead to anger, resentment, or
self-blame, and through grieving the disappointments we might encounter



in life—the loss we feel when we realize some aspect of life isn’t as we
want it to be. So get something to drink, take a deep breath, lean back, and
we’ll start with social comparisons.

Social Comparisons with Envy
Social comparison is a natural, inborn drive to evaluate yourself in comparison
to others. Making social comparisons is normal—we all do it. Comparing
yourself to others (their clothes, grades, academic degrees, best marathon time,
all their volunteer work, their hundreds of social media likes) is a measure of
where you stand in the various groups you belong to. Comparing yourself to
others can give you important information, like what you want to pursue for
yourself. If you envy someone’s birthday celebrations with friends, that’s
clearly something you want. So you could work on developing that for
yourself. But envy can be a problem if the comparison with another doesn’t
lead to, say, planning a birthday party for yourself. Maybe you often use social
comparisons to determine your worth as a person, sometimes thinking you’re
better than others and sometimes that you’re inferior. That roller coaster (I’m
the best! No, I’m the worst!) can make you dizzy, anxious, and confused about
your self-worth. Plus, when you use social comparisons to determine your
worth, winning can become all-important. You may lie or cheat or act in self-
destructive ways to get ahead—to win—even when winning doesn’t matter in
the big picture. You may show contempt toward someone who achieved
something you don’t think they deserved, pout or go silent when you don’t get
your way, and engage in gossip and sarcasm to put others down. You may
refuse to help others (why give away your advantage?) and secretly smile
when a rival suffers. Yikes. Not exactly a way to build a community! What do
you think—does this describe you sometimes?

Envy results when you compare yourself to someone and decide that
they have it better than you. You want what they have, whether it’s
something about their appearance, achievements, lifestyle, social
connections, or personality. It’s also likely that you see it as unfair that they
have it and you don’t.

Envy can be helpful or unhelpful (Lynch 2018b). Helpful envy is like
admiring what someone has achieved, like envying someone’s success in
journalism that clarifies your own goals and motivates you in your own



work, your own career. It can help you determine what you value and to get
going on it. Ah, but then there’s unhelpful envy. That’s another story.

Unhelpful Envy
Unhelpful envy is when you want what’s unrealistic and unattainable,

like bodies or lifestyles. Social media can show people as having perfect
lives, but humans aren’t perfect and can’t have perfect lives. Unhelpful
envy can also make you focus on the unfairness of someone having what
you want. You want to ball up your fists and shout, “It’s not fair! It’s just
not fair!” And maybe you want to hide your feelings and perhaps hide away
yourself.

Unhelpful envy includes a combination of shame and anger. The anger
may come about as a result of the shame: “I hate you because when I
compare myself to you I feel ashamed.” When this happens, thoughts of
revenge are often quick to follow. You want the envied person to hurt. You
want to get even, though you know that’s not okay. As people tend to frown
on revenge thinking, you keep your thoughts secret.

Revenge can be impulsive—acting without thinking and throwing
someone’s phone in the pool. It can also be carefully planned—posting
private information online, secretly switching out someone’s food for
something they don’t eat, baking someone something high in calories when
you think they are thinner than you. You may want to get back at the person
and show them that they’re not all that great. See how John shares his
experiences with unhelpful envy:

I’m always comparing myself to other runners. I compare my lean
body mass to those I train with. I check with other runners about
their carb intake. I track my best times, as well those of others.
When mine are better, I feel proud—even a bit arrogant, if I’m
honest. If I don’t come in first in my age group, I judge myself as a
“loser” and envy the person who won. Especially Eric. It’s really
not fair. Eric grew up in a family who supported his training, and
they still do. He has the money to hire a coach. He’s single and
doesn’t even have to work full-time, so he has lots of time to train.
When I see him ahead of me in a race, I hope he’ll trip or
something. He wins a lot, and all these people swarm around him



and congratulate him like he’s some kind of king. Someday I’ll
show him he’s not so great.

Have you experienced social comparisons and unhelpful envy? Here’s
a hint. If you see someone as a rival, you’re likely to be feeling unhelpful
envy. The first step in coping with unhelpful envy is to be aware that’s what
you’re feeling.

Coping with Unhelpful Envy
Unhelpful envy can be destructive. When you’re focused on unfairness

and revenge, you’re not bulding your own life or contributing to or
connecting with others. What to do? To cope with unhelpful envy, the first
step is to determine if you’re experiencing unhelpful envy. The following
worksheet will help (Lynch 2018b, 479).

Worksheet 9.1: Are You Experiencing Unhelpful
Envy?

Write yes or no next to each question.

YES or
NO

Do you feel that you have been wronged, neglected, or passed over by
this person or others?

Do you find yourself thinking negative thoughts about this person or
group?

Do you find yourself gossiping about this person frequently?

Have you fantasized about getting back at them?

Have you tried to make their life difficult?



Do you desire to punish them, beat them, or prove them wrong?

Do you find yourself enjoying any misfortune that befalls them or
fantasizing about misfortune occurring?

Do you seek agreement from others that the person deserves to be
punished or has an unfair advantage?

John answered yes to many of those questions. If you did too, the next
step is to admit that you’re envious. Yeah, that’s not always easy to do. You
might find yourself saying, “I’m not envious. The whole situation is just
unfair.” Sound familiar? And maybe someone like Eric does have an unfair
advantage. But the point is, are you experiencing envy? And is that envy
destructive? If you are experiencing unhelpful envy, it’s important to admit
it to yourself. It’s kind of difficult to change something if you don’t think
you have it!

Now that you’re aware of unhelpful envy, identify the thoughts and
urges that go along with that emotion—thoughts and urges that can lead you
to behave in ways that leave you more isolated and disconnected. Knowing
these thoughts and urges helps you to cope with the emotion. Here’s a list of
actions and urges that tend to come from envy.

Worksheet 9.2: Actions and Urges from Envy
Adapted from Lynch (2018b)

Think of someone you consider a rival; answer yes or no to each
question.

YES or
NO

Do you have urges for revenge, to get even or make the envied
person’s life difficult?



Do you behave coldly toward them?

Do you talk to them or about them in a sarcastic tone?

Do you deny your feelings about them?

Do you keep your feelings secret?

Do you hide from or avoid them?

Do you gossip about them and seek confirmation?

Do you avoid using the word “envy” to hide your feelings and to
keep your desires for revenge secret?

Do you take pleasure in their failings?

If you answered yes to one or more, do these behaviors fit with your values
and your valued goals? Probably not, we’re guessing. Okay, then do you want
to change your unhelpful envy? Hold on. Give this some thought. Think of
some times when you felt this envy. Perhaps you are right now? Now, thinking
about specific situations in which you’ve felt it, what are the reasons you
would want to give it up?

If you’re ready to work on unhelpful envy, let’s get going. One option
is to change unhelpful envy into helpful envy—look at what you envy and
use that information to make plans for your own life. If you envy a friend’s
job working with children, how could you create a similar experience for
yourself?



Another strategy is to go opposite. You’ve already learned this skill in
chapter 7, so now we can look at how to apply it here. To go opposite, first
determine which type of unhelpful envy you’re experiencing: unhelpful
envious anger and unhelpful shameful envy. With envious anger, your urges
are to hurt the other person. There are several ways to experience envious
anger, thus different ways to go opposite.

Worksheet 9.3: Going Opposite to Envious
Anger 

Adapted from Lynch (2018b)

Going
Opposite
To

A General
Idea for
Going
Opposite

Examples for Going Opposite

What
You
Will
Do

Imagining
ways to get
revenge

Block those
thoughts

Consider and list reasons the other person
may deserve their good fortune; focus on
gratitude for what you have or on actions you
are taking for your own betterment

Behaving
coldly

Practice
kindness Speak kindly, do kind actions, be honest

Talking
about them
with a
sarcastic
tone

Stop harsh
judgments

Recognize that you may be wrong in your
thoughts; give yourself something else to
think about; out yourself to someone you
trust and ask for help

Denying
feelings
about the
person

Acknowledge
feelings

Be honest with yourself; use self-enquiry to
see what you can learn



Hiding
from or
avoiding
the person

Stop hiding Go about your normal activities; go to events
without checking to see if the envied person
will be there

Fantasizing
about them
failing

Block those
fantasies

Practice self-enquiry about what you need to
learn; activate social safety before interacting
with the envied person

Blocking means to stop unwanted thoughts. Thus the first step is to be
sure you want to stop them. They can feel good in the moment! If you are
sure that you want to stop, focus on the envious thoughts. Then shout (or
think) “Stop!” and replace the thought with a more positive thought. It’s
normal for the thoughts to recur. It will take time for them to stop entirely.
Once you are able to stop the thoughts, then you can practice saying stop in
a normal voice tone, and then perhaps a whisper.

Now let’s look at how to go opposite to unhelpful, shameful envy.

Worksheet 9.4: Going Opposite to Unhelpful
Shameful Envy 

Adapted from Lynch (2018b)

Going Opposite
To

A General
Idea for
Going
Opposite

Examples for Going Opposite

What
You
Will
Do

Giving up your
values in this
situation

Live your
values

Write your values that apply in this
situation, how you would behave if you
were living according to your values?

Denying your
envy

Admit your
envy

Label your emotions with no justifications,
rationalizations, or blaming; be clear about
what you are envious about and assess



whether you truly want what the other
person has.

Hiding your
envy

Reveal
your envy
to an
objective,
caring
person

Tell a caring person who will be truthful
with you; use the word, “envy” and let
them know you want to change.

Wishing the
envied person
would fail,
negative actions
toward person

Wish the
person
success

Celebrate the successes of the person;
focus on what you admire and want to
develop for yourself.

If you want a relationship, apologize for
any past behaviors that caused harm and
out yourself to the person about your envy.

Here’s an example from John:

To deal with the envy he felt for Eric, John met with Eric in a
private place. He then shared with Eric, “I just wanted to let you
know that I have been so envious of your successes and all the
support that you have for your running, that I started to wish that
bad things would happen to you. I was feeling angry toward you,
and I know I’ve been cold toward you and sometimes critical. I
apologize for my thoughts and actions that came from my envy. I
realize that I admire what you’ve done.”



Now it’s your turn. Think of a situation where you experienced
unhelpful envy. Was it envious anger or shameful envy? If envious anger,
complete worksheet 9.3, writing how you will go opposite to the behaviors
you’re experiencing. For practicing kindness (going opposite to behaving
coldly), if you no longer see the envied person, use visualization to practice
being kind to the person. Really picture that person clearly and see yourself
being supportive and friendly. If you’re thinking of an experience of
shameful envy, complete worksheet 9.4. Push yourself to do each step fully
and to go completely opposite from unhelpful envy behaviors. And, hey,
don’t skip the step about revealing your envy to someone who is a caring,

objective person.

As mentioned before, just reading this information, while it’s helpful
for understanding, is unlikely to make any difference in your life. It’s
important to practice the steps we’ve just talked about.

It’s also important to understand that envy is likely to recur. That’s
normal. Whenever you experience unhelpful envy, go through the
worksheets again so it doesn’t block your relationships with others. Practice
going opposite again and again, whenever unhelpful envy shows up.

CHILLLLLLLLL Break! Good work! Now relax for a moment … or
two. Or a few. Or more. Take a deep breath. This chapter is part of
the “leaning in” part of RO DBT, meaning that you don’t push away
difficult thoughts, urges, and emotions—you consider what you can
learn from them. You may experience unpleasant sensations while
working on these topics. Don’t push them away or skip a difficult
exercise. Really consider the questions and options as you go
through this material. Lean back, relax. What are you learning
about yourself in this chapter? Perhaps you might consider a self-
enquiry question (chapter 4)? When you’re ready, we’ll talk about
bitterness.

Bitterness



Welcome back! When you believe that other people are to blame when you’ve
failed to reach important goals or didn’t get what you saw as rightfully yours,
you may experience bitterness. While envy is an emotion that comes and goes,
bitterness can last for long periods of time. Bitterness can influence all parts of
your life. When you’re bitter, you tend to be pessimistic, discouraged, and
resentful. You hold grudges and probably believe that happiness is impossible.
Are you experiencing bitterness? If so, it’s likely to make you unhappy and
discontent and keep you from having close relationships.

But first you have to identify bitterness. The following worksheet
should help (Lynch 2018b, 498).

Worksheet 9.5: Are You Experiencing
Bitterness?

Adapted from Lynch (2018b)

Answer yes or no to the following questions.

YES
or NO

Do you find it difficult to accept help from others (or give help)?

Do people close to you think that you hold a grudge too long? Is there
a past injury that you cannot let go of?

Do you find it difficult to give compliments to others (or receive
them)?

Do you feel that your efforts often go unrecognized?

Do you find yourself ruminating when people don’t appreciate what
you have done?

Do you sometimes tell yourself that trying to get what you want is just



not possible?

Do you feel resigned to your fate or say to yourself, “Why bother?”

Do you feel that enthusiasm about life is misguided or naïve?

Are you a cynic?

Do you feel that you have not achieved what you should have in life?

Do you feel that life has treated you unfairly and that this happens
most of the time?

Do you frequently find yourself questioning the intentions of others?

Do you frequently find yourself believing that others judge you or are
out to cause you harm?

If you answered yes to most of those questions, guess what? Yeah,
bitterness. If you are experiencing bitterness, are you willing to let it go?
The following exercise will help you decide if you really want to let go of
it. If you don’t, opposite action will not work.

Letting Go of Bitterness
Think of a particular person (or a group) that you feel bitterness toward,
and answer the questions as honestly as possible.

What are the pros and cons of having bitterness toward them? List them.

Pros:



Cons:

Would you like to have a better relationship with them? (Circle one: yes or no)

What are your values in this situation? Are you behaving according to your
values?

Remind yourself of times in the past when winning or being right did not work
well in terms of living your values or in terms of relationships with others.
What happened?

Remember times when you achieved goals only to discover that their
importance faded over time.



Do you truly desire the advantage that you see the other person having? If you
do truly desire the advantage, is there a way that you can achieve it, rather than
being locked in the bitterness you feel right now?

Okay, if you’re ready to let go of bitterness, let’s move on to the next
step.

Actions and Urges from Bitterness
To let go of bitterness, you again use the skill of going opposite.

(Going opposite of unhelpful emotions can be really helpful in many
situations!) To go opposite, of course, you have to know what actions and
urges come from bitterness, so let’s identify them. Here are some actions
and urges to watch for. Check off the ones that apply to you.

 Are you being judgmental toward hopeful, optimistic, or
enthusiastic people and experiences?

 Are you preventing or minimizing expressions of
happiness?

 Are you spending time brooding?

 Do you reject help from others?



 Are you experiencing pleasure when others suffer
misfortune?

 Do you consider progress impossible or naïve?

 Do you find it difficult to give compliments or receive
them?

 Do you typically listen or seek out negative, cynical
stories and entertainment?

Coping with Bitterness
Once you know the urges and actions you want to target, it’s time to

practice going opposite to them. Consider the characteristics of bitterness in
the chart below and write how you will practice going opposite.

Worksheet 9.6: Go Opposite to Bitterness

Go opposite to How will you practice going
opposite?

Preventing and minimizing expressions of
happiness

 
 
 

Brooding
 
 
 

Rejecting help
 
 
 

Negatively judging people who are happy or
hopeful

 
 
 



Expressing or enjoying pleasure when others
suffer

 
 
 

Not giving or rejecting compliments
 
 
 

Seeking out negative entertainment or
information

 
 
 

Expressing expectations of negative outcomes
or hopelessness

 
 
 

For example, you might practice giving compliments or accepting
them and reading some books that are optimistic and have happy endings.
Going opposite to bitterness means increasing your sense of compassion for
others. So practice being compassionate. Listen to news stories about
people making a positive difference in the world. Or focus on what you
have in common with your fellow human beings—every day, with your
social-safety system activated, repeat the following script to yourself
(Lynch 2018b, 492).

Commonalities Script
Just like me, others are seeking happiness and have known suffering.
Just like me, they have harmed others and have been harmed by
others. Just like me, they are trying to cope with their lives as best they
can and yet are still learning.

Activate your social-safety system (see chapter 5). Then
interact with individuals who have different ways of
dressing, thinking, or acting than you.



Activate your social-safety system. Then listen to the
opinions of people who hold different values or morals
than you.

Tracking your practice on the following worksheet will help you make
changes. (You can also download this worksheet at
https://www.newharbinger.com/48930.)

Worksheet 9.7: Increasing Compassion for
Others Practice

Write yes or no for each practice. Keep track of your activities for a
week.

Day
Repeated
commonalities
script

Focused
on news
about
altruism

Interacted
with others
who think
differently
than me, with
openness

Interacted with
people who
dress and act
differently than
I do, with
openness

Kindly asked
someone with
a different
view to
explain their
thinking

M 
 

T 
 

W 
 

Th 
 

F 
 



S 
 

S 
 

When you let go of bitterness and increase your compassion for others,
you open up opportunities to connect and live your values. Social
comparisons, envy, and bitterness are often related to harsh judgments of
yourself, others, or both. Those judgments can impact your social signals to
others.

Harsh Judgments
Like envy, judging is something that humans do. We judge all the time.
Judging is not good or bad in itself. The problem is often not about the
judgment, but what happens as a result of the judgment. Judging others can
lead to rumination and brooding, make you less open to feedback and new
information, keep you in your threat system, and negatively impact how you
socially signal or express your intentions and experience to others (Lynch
2018b). Ultimately, when you judge others or yourself, it leads you to patterns
of behavior that can block creating connections with others. Yikes!

One of the problems with harsh judgments is that you can view them
as facts. You judge someone as generally “boring” or “cruel,” and you tend
believe the judgment without learning anything else about them or the
circumstances. Someone cuts you off on the freeway, and you might call
them “reckless” only to learn that they were trying to get to a hospital. This
tendency to take your own judgments for reality can be true in more
everyday situations as well. Here’s an example. Imagine that you meet John
at an evening get-together. He doesn’t make eye contact, has little to say,
and seems tense. You assume he thinks he’s better than you, but actually
he’s worried about getting home—ten miles on the schedule tomorrow
morning! Had you met him another time, you might have enjoyed his sense
of humor and his interest in classic movies and spy novels. But you’ve
judged him as someone you don’t want to get to know, so when you see him
again, you avoid him and are aloof and distant with him.



Judgments can also lead to rumination and can impact how you social
signal or express yourself to others (Lynch 2018b). Imagine that your friend
is talking about her vacation, but you are in your head thinking how spoiled
she is (judgment of her), how expensive her trip was, and how you’re a
loser since you can’t afford a trip like that (judgment of self), or how much
more exciting her trip was than any place you’ve been. You move into your
threat system (see chapter 5). You wish you could go on trips like that
(envy). You decide she thinks she’s better than you (judgment), and you
want to get back at her. Why should she have such great trips? You feel an
urge to sabotage her next trip, while putting on a mask to hide your
emotions. And it all started with judging her as spoiled because she was
talking about her trip. See how this can impact your social signaling with
this person—and maybe others too? If you’re thinking how arrogant
someone is, you’re probably not showing friendly social signals. You may
signal that you aren’t interested, or you may have a flat or nonexpressive
face (signaling anger), or you might put on a fake smile that the other
person sees through. Pouting, gossip, shutting conversation down and
walking away, and phony smiling—all are signals that may come from
harsh judgments, and all are ways of shutting down and being unavailable
to connect.

Judging others and fantasizing about revenge and misfortune are some
of the reasons that many individuals with OC inwardly believe that they are
not very nice people. They can also harbor harsh self-judgments as a result
of their past mistakes, incidents of expressing intense emotions when they
didn’t intend to do so, or hurtful acts directed toward others. Could that be
true for you? If so, keep in mind that taking responsibility is different from
judging yourself harshly. In fact, harsh judgments may be a way of avoiding
true responsibility. Ruminating about how awful you are doesn’t repair
relationships or change future behavior and likely leads to you withdrawing
(and not contributing) to those you love.

Coping with Harsh Judgments
The first step in coping effectively with judgments so they don’t block

your connections with others is simple awareness of them. You may judge
harshly without awareness you are doing so. To increase your awareness,



notice times when your body is tense. That’s often a cue that there’s a harsh
judgment present (Lynch 2018b).

Use the chart below (and available at
https://www.newharbinger.com/48930) to help increase your awareness of
your body tension, judgments, social signaling, and whether your behavior
is fitting with your values or not. When you notice your body is tense, look
for hidden judgments. Then notice your social signaling. What is your facial
expression? Are you withdrawing from the conversation? Does your social
signal move you closer to your valued goals or further away?

Worksheet 9.8: Coping with Harsh Judgments

Date Event Body Tension
(1 to 5)

Harsh
Judgment

Social
signaling

Does social signaling fit
with your values?

 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

Once you’re aware of harsh judgments, there are strategies that help
you cope with them. Some you can use the moment a judgment arises, such
as activating social safety, engaging flexible mind, practicing the
mindfulness exercise known as the “awareness continuum,” and in-the-



moment self-enquiry. Other strategies are longer term, like self-enquiry,
giving the benefit of the doubt, allowing grief, and forgiveness (Lynch
2018b).

1. ACTIVATE SOCIAL SAFETY
When you notice tension in your body and identify a harsh judgment,

one of the first things you can do—the moment you notice the judgment—
is to activate your social-safety system (see chapter 5). Activating social
safety will decrease the judgment’s hold on you and will also help you
change your social signaling and be better able to connect.

2. ENGAGE FLEXIBLE MIND
In the situation where you are experiencing harsh judgments, are you

operating from fixed mind or fatalistic mind? If you are, follow the
suggestions in chapter 7 to let go of or lessen the intensity of harsh
judgments that are coming from those mind states. When you work on
addressing the harsh judgments that come from fixed and fatalistic mind,
you can begin to activate flexible mind in the moment, right when you are
having the harsh judgment.

3. AWARENESS CONTINUUM
The awareness continuum is a mindfulness exercise in RO DBT that

helps you be open about your internal experiences and learn to distinguish
between thoughts, emotions, sensations, and images (Lynch 2018b, 260–
61). It is a way to step off the path of blaming others or yourself. When you
practice the awareness continuum, you are creating awareness that your
thoughts are just thoughts, not necessarily reality. You’re also taking
responsibility for your judgments by labeling them. The idea is to notice
your judgments so you don’t automatically accept them as truth.

How do you practice the awareness continuum?

1. Start by saying the word “I.”

2. Clarify that you are mindfully observing by adding the words “am
aware of.”



3. Label what is being observed by classifying it as one of your
different forms: sensation, emotion, image, or thought. Sensations
are any experience involving taste, sound, touch, smell, or sight.
Emotions include emotional experiences and mood states, urges,
impulses, and desires. Images generally fall into observations about
the past (such as a memory) or imagining what others might be
thinking or feeling.

4. Describe the content of the experience without explanation,
rationalization, or justification. Don’t give any whys. And don’t
clump ideas together. Clumping means that you combine different
categories in the same sentence. Describe being aware of only one
sensation, thought, or one emotion in a sentence. Only one!

Here’s an example of Antonio practicing the awareness continuum
exercise when he becomes aware of harsh judgments toward a friend named
Joe:

“I am aware of tension in my jaw.”

“I am aware of tightness in my chest.”

“I am aware of the thought that Joe’s arms are more muscular than
mine.”

“I am aware of the thought that Joe thinks I look ridiculous.”

“I am aware of a feeling of fear.”

“I am aware of the thought that I am not good enough.”

“I am aware of the emotion of shame.”

“I am aware of a queasy sensation in my stomach.”

“I am aware of the image of being made fun of as a child.”

“I am aware of the urge to work even harder to develop my
physique.”

It’s so easy to accept thoughts as facts and feelings as truth. The
awareness continuum can help you be more aware of your thoughts,
emotions, and the truth of the adage, “just because your think it doesn’t
mean it’s true.” Also, having an emotion doesn’t mean that feeling is



someone else’s responsibility. If you’re feeling envy, for example, it’s
important to be aware of the feeling, then decide what (if any) action should
be taken, rather than harshly judging the other person for the envy that you
yourself feel.

Take a moment and practice the awareness continuum now. This is a
private exercise, just for you—it’s not done in front of others. It can be done
aloud or silently. Remember to start with “I am aware of …” and then just
say one thing. Practice for a minute.

Practice the awareness continuum on a regular basis, when you’re
walking or driving or washing the dishes. Let it be something that flows for
you. You want to practice it before you’re in a difficult situation, so when
you do notice tension or are aware of a harsh judgment, you’ll be at ease
with the awareness continuum.

4. SELF-ENQUIRY
Once you notice your judgmental thoughts, another option for coping

with them is to use self-enquiry to learn more about your responses. You
can use self-enquiry in the moment or after the fact. Follow the steps for
self-enquiry in chapter 4 to examine your edges around harsh judgments. To
use self-enquiry in the moment, notice that you are having harsh judgments,
then ask yourself, “What is there for me to learn about myself from my
having these harsh judgments now?”

5. GIVING THE BENEFIT OF THE DOUBT
When we make assumptions and judgments about other people,

they’re usually negative. It’s not so often that we assume the best about
others: “John must have had a good reason for not showing up for my
dinner.” No. The other person is guilty until proven innocent. This makes
sense in terms of how we evolved. It’s better to mistake a bush as a tiger
than a tiger as a bush! But today, in your everyday interactions with others,
you are better served by making neutral or benign interpretations. So when
you notice that you’ve made a harsh judgment, notice that you are assuming
the worst and consider other options that are valid and reasonable. Then
consider giving the other person the benefit of the doubt. For example,
imagine that your boss, in a neutral, matter-of-fact tone, says, “Didn’t you
say you would be here early today?” The harsh judgment could be, “She’s



mad that I didn’t come in early. She is so critical. She is the worst boss in
the company.” When you notice the harsh judgment, ask yourself what
other interpretations are possible?

She is confused and looking for clarification.

She is wondering if everything is okay.

She is just confirming that you made the statement.

She is concerned that something went wrong and delayed you.

She is just making conversation.

Notice too that if you have a strong reaction to what your boss said, it
is a good self-enquiry opportunity to learn more about yourself (see chapter
4).

6. GRIEVING YOUR DISAPPOINTMENTS
Harsh judgments are often about disappointment—how you wish

something were, how you wanted it to be, how you think it should be,
letting someone down, or someone letting you down. Harsh judgments can
be about the loss of something or someone.

Antonio remembers feeling upset when his sister said that if he
would just eat normally instead of bingeing all night, his problems
would be over. She often said that she thought he just wanted
attention and didn’t want to grow up. He was hurt and angry that
she still, after many years, didn’t understand his eating disorder. If
she loved him, she would be supportive! And why did she have to
make cookies all the time? She was just cold and mean and trying
to control him. But then again, he thought, she’s probably right. I’m
so flawed and broken that I couldn’t even keep a job or stick to an
eating plan.

By talking with his therapist, Antonio realized that behind his
judgments was disappointment. He felt let down by his sister. He wanted a
sister who would support him in his recovery, and he didn’t have that. If
you have this experience of a friend or loved one judging you when you
want them to be supportive, you’ll likely have a lot of emotions. Harsh
judgments can get in the way of being aware of these emotions and coping



effectively. You can release harsh judgments by grieving your losses.
Maybe you judge your sister for not being more supportive. The loss is that
you wanted a sister who would be there for you (or would visit you more or
something else). To grieve a loss like this, identify your harsh judgment.
What were your expectations (of yourself or others) that were not met? For
Antonio, his loss was that he didn’t have a sister who would learn about his
disorder to understand it, validate him about how difficult recovery was,
and be kind (and honest) when he didn’t follow through. He also felt a loss
of hope that he’d be able to stick to his nutrition plan and not slip back into
his eating disorder.

In the space below, write about a loss that you experienced when your
expectations weren’t met. Don’t choose your biggest loss for now.

Now repeat the script below three times in a row for several days
or weeks, until you feel yourself letting go of the harsh judgment (Lynch
2018b, 314).

I am learning to face the pain of my loss of expectations or beliefs
about how things should or ought to be when events don’t go as planned or
when other people don’t behave as expected, without getting down on
myself, falling apart, or automatically blaming others. I am learning to
recognize that my harsh judgments often stem from a desire to avoid self-
examination, avoid taking responsibility, or avoid accepting that I cannot
control the world. For today’s practice, I need to grieve the loss of my
expectations that [insert your particular expectations here]. My sadness
helps me recognize that the world is not always as I expect it to be. By
allowing myself to experience the sadness of this loss, I am learning to let
go of my unhelpful judgments.

7. FORGIVENESS



Finally, a way to cope with harsh judgments is to practice forgiveness
of others and of yourself. Forgiveness does not mean that you approve of
what happened or that you are forgetting it. It doesn’t mean opening
yourself up to hurt again. It means taking care of yourself and letting go of
useless anger, resentment, or self-blame. It’s about adjusting to
circumstances in an ever-changing world for your own well-being and those
you love.

Think of someone that you are holding a grudge against. Got it? Now
practice forgiveness by using the HEART skill (Lynch 2018b, 506).

Identify the past Hurt.

Locate your Edge that’s keeping you stuck in the past.

Acknowledge that forgiveness is a choice.

Reclaim your life by grieving your loss and practicing forgiveness.

Practice Thankfulness and then pass it on.

Let’s go through the process step by step.

Identify the past Hurt. What is it that you need to forgive yourself or
others for?

Locate your Edge that’s keeping you stuck in the past. Remember that
your edge in RO DBT is your psychological unknown. It refers to
actions, sensations, feelings, thoughts, and images that you want to
avoid, that you feel embarrassed about, or that you prefer not to admit
to others (Lynch, 2018b).

Acknowledge that forgiveness is a choice. Once you know what the
hurt is and what your energy is about, recognize that forgiveness is
your choice. You don’t have to forgive. It’s really for you. You’re
most likely the one who is suffering as a result of not forgiving, and
you’re the one living with difficult emotions about the situation. It’s
likely that the only life that would be changed is yours. Deciding to
forgive is reclaiming your life. If you decide to forgive, practice the
following script for forgiving and reclaiming your life.

Reclaim Your Life. When you are ready, repeat the following script.



I recognize that to forgive and reclaim my life, I must first grieve my loss
of my expectations or beliefs about the world, myself, or other people. For
today’s practice, I need to grieve the loss of my expectations that [insert
your particular expectations here]. By grieving this loss, I am learning to
recognize that I cannot avoid the pain of this past injury—it is not
something that I can ignore, deny, or pretend never happened—as this only
creates more suffering. My sadness helps me recognize that the world is not
always as I expect it to be. By allowing myself to experience the sadness of
my loss—without getting down on myself, falling apart, or blaming others—
I take the first step toward forgiveness and genuine healing. I recognize that
forgiveness is freely chosen. And so, with full awareness, I freely choose to
forgive.

Turn your mind to the area in your life needing forgiveness. Take a slow,
deep breath, raise your eyebrows, smile a closed-mouth smile, and say:

I forgive you [deep breath]. I forgive you [deep breath]. I forgive you
[deep breath]. I recognize that this brief practice of forgiveness means
taking care of myself, and that by repeating this practice frequently, I am
freeing myself from useless anger, resentment, or rumination and reclaiming
my life by taking a step toward living more fully in the present.

Practice Thankfulness and then pass it on. After you’ve done the
script, be thankful for what you have. Remind yourself of all the
times in your life when you have needed forgiveness from others and
be thankful that you can offer forgiveness to others.

Practice forgiveness over and over, whenever harsh judgments related
to grudges arise. Remember, it’s for you and your mental well-being.

Now You Know …
Social signaling matters! Your thoughts and emotions can affect your social
signals and thus impact your relationships. There are internal experiences that
OC people are particularly likely to have, like envy or bitterness, that affect
your social signaling and can keep you from building satisfying and nourishing
connections with others. Harsh judgments of yourself and others can do the
same. Being able to forgive others and yourself and to grieve the loss of your
expectations of others and yourself is important in maintaining positive



connections with others. The skills you are learning are life skills to use on an
ongoing basis. And oh, by the way, are you practicing self-enquiry?

Are You with Us?
You’ve learned so much at this point, and of course you are practicing what
you are learning so it makes a difference in your life. You know your valued
goals, which can guide you in making decisions (chapter 3). You’re practicing
radical openness and self-enquiry (chapter 4). You know the importance of
activating your social-safety system and how to do it in social interactions
(chapter 5). You’ve identified the ways you socially signal that might block
connections with others and skills to use to be more open (chapter 6). And you
know how to cope with unhelpful envy, bitterness, and harsh judgments. If you
don’t remember or aren’t practicing any of these tools, this would be a good
time to go back, review, and find ways to practice what you have learned.
Finally, be sure to recognize the positive changes you have made!



CHAPTER 10.  

Social Engagement: We Aren’t Talking
Marriage, Just Connection (Whoops! We

Don’t Want to Scare You!)

Have you ever felt totally alone in a room full of friends? This can happen
due to low social engagement—the degree to which you participate in a
community, society, or group. How do you interact with those around you?
With your friends? Family? Are you the sort who hangs on the sidelines? In
this chapter you will come to understand how you may avoid connecting
with others, intentionally or not. After all, you have to show up to build
connection. There are three ways we often block or avoid connection: going
absent, lying, and with indirect communication. You’ll learn what indirect
social signaling is and how it can contribute to fewer true connections. In
addition, we’ll discuss how indirect social signaling, including “pushbacks”
and “don’t hurt me’s,” push people farther away. We’ll review skills that
can help you put your values above your secret desires for control. Finally,
we’ll discuss the ROCKs ON skill to enhance kindness and social
connections with others (Lynch 2018b, 355–56).

Going Absent (Ghosting)
While connection is crucial to our well-being, it isn’t always easy. We have to
be vulnerable and signal in ways that help us connect, but that can feel scary
and unnatural. We may not even be aware of things we do that may interfere
with making friends and deepening relationships. And worrying about what to
say or how to respond in the “right” way can make us so nervous that we do it
“wrong,”—or we don’t respond at all, something called “ghosting.” The effort
needed to connect can seem too much. We might give up. Have you ever
thought, I cannot be bothered, and turned down an opportunity to be social?



But how often can you turn down invitations before the invitations stop?
Remember the aloof and distant style of relating?

Perhaps you are the person who goes to a party because you were
invited. It’s the right thing to do, to show up. Seventy-five minutes into the
party, people start asking where you went. They can’t find you, because you
slipped out the back when no one was looking. After all, you stayed the

prescribed hour and fifteen minutes. ou certainly wouldn’t say
goodbye to anyone—they might try to talk you into staying! What might
your behavior signal to people at the party? Do you struggle to return phone
calls or respond to texts? Have you noticed that the longer you delay, the
harder it gets to respond? Then maybe you don’t respond at all? What might
that signal to others? They might think you don’t value the relationship?
Putting in effort to connect can be tiring, and it can feel like a risk of
rejection or boredom or social discomfort. But having no connection at all
typically leads to depression.

Suzi and her friend Aliyah talked regularly, at least every two
weeks. But when Suzi was in intensive treatment, she didn’t return
Aliyah’s call for over three weeks. She didn’t want to explain how
much she was struggling. She didn’t think about how this might
make Aliyah feel, what it signaled to her. Finally, Aliyah texted her,
“I miss you, Suzi. I’d love to catch up!” Suzi missed Aliyah too, so
she texted that she would call that night. Aliyah responded, “Great!
Any time!”

Later that afternoon, Suzi had a difficult talk with her sister,
Constance. Suzi cried a bit, and although the conversation ended
well, she was exhausted. She wanted to talk with Aliyah, but she felt
overwhelmed. She thought, “The best thing to do would be to go to
bed, pull up the covers, and watch TV. After all, isn’t practicing
being kind to myself what I’m supposed to be working on?” (Do
you hear the justification she’s giving herself?)

The next day Suzi felt guilty for not calling Aliyah, but she felt
she would have to explain why—and explain why she hadn’t called
at all in the last month—and the thought of that conversation was
too much: “I don’t know what to say or how to say it. And now
maybe she’s upset with me. I can’t deal with this.” So she continued



to avoid calling her, and every time she thought of it, the pangs of
guilt and fear got worse.

Finally Constance asked her what was bothering her, and she
explained it. Constance helped her realize that by avoiding the
short-term discomfort of self-disclosure, vulnerability, and
emotional energy, she was creating long-term discomfort and
stress. She felt guilty, worried she had damaged a friendship she
valued, and was preoccupied with the inevitable conversation
hanging over her head. She might even lose Aliyah as a friend. Suzi
and Constance discussed what she could do in the future instead of
just ghosting. [You know patterns have a way of repeating

themselves, .] They came up with several options. She could
have called Aliyah and told her honestly that she had had a rough
conversation earlier and wasn’t up to talking. She could have texted
and set up another time to talk. Or maybe she could have texted
and, lying, said that something had come up and that she was
unable to call. All these options would have gone opposite to her
urge to withdraw.

What would you do?

Worksheet 10.1: Invisible or Not-So-Invisible
Ghosting

Think of a time in the last two weeks when you had the urge to not
respond, to leave, to not reach out, or other ways of ghosting someone.
Describe the situation:



What was your action urge? What did you want to do?

What would be the action that is opposite to your urge?

So go do it, already!

While not ghosting might seem passive, it is still a significant social
signal. Perhaps you think, Eh, no one will even notice. (Come on, do you

actually believe that? ) Not responding and not showing up are
powerful signals that damage relationships.



Deception Does Not Equal Protection

Do you ever lie? Was your answer no? Is it possible that is a lie? Even
if being honest is one of your values and even if you are not aware of it, you
have lied. All human beings lie. On average, people lie once or twice a day
(DePaulo and Kashy 1998; Kashy and DePaulo 1996). Why do we lie, even
though it sometimes makes us feel guilty?

Not all lies are bad. Lies can sometimes be kind, and they can
deescalate conflict. We typically lie about feelings, attitudes, and opinions.
We lie to ourselves as well as to others, although lying to ourselves is not as
easy as it sounds, because we almost always figure it out!

We lie to avoid punishment or blame or to gain advantage over others.
We lie to get out of difficult situations. We lie to protect our maladaptive
coping strategies (like using substances, spending money, an eating
disorder). We often lie to ourselves in hopes of easing a painful truth. And
yet deception is not protection. We often think lying helps us, but actually it
likely pushes others away, and the disconnection that results hurts us. Think
about some of the lies you have told over the past week or so and answer
the questions in the following exercise.

Table 10.1: Lies, Consequences, and New
Behaviors

Describe
the lie

Positive
consequences

Negative
consequences

Consistent with
values (yes or no)

Alternative
behavior

 
 
 

 
 
 



 
 
 

 
 
 

What have you discovered about your lies? Is there something to learn?

Indirect Communication
“Indirect communication” is saying something in a way that hides our true
intentions and allows us to avoid responsibility for what we are saying (Lynch
2018b). Indirect communication usually makes things worse, leads to hurt

feelings, and can lead to distrust. Imagine you have plans with a friend.
When the day comes, you don’t want to go, but you don’t want to hurt their
feelings by saying that, so you hide your true intention (cancelling) by
suggesting, “Hey, you must be exhausted after the day you described. How
about we go another day, when you aren’t so tired?” You have plausible
deniability if your friend says, “Don’t you want to go?” You would just reply,
“Of course I want to go! I was just trying to be considerate of you.” What do
you think the chances are that your friend believes you? A. 0%. B. 1%. C.
1.5%

Have you ever had trouble asking for help even if it is something that’s
not a big deal? Perhaps you figured you could do it yourself—or should do
it yourself. Perhaps you felt that hearing no would be more painful than not
asking, even if that leads to you feeling alone and unsupported. Perhaps you
indirectly let someone know you needed help but you did not ask: “I hope I
can move these boxes in the house and still have time to go to the movies.”



Have you ever not wanted to do something but didn’t want to upset
someone, so you did not respond directly? Have you ever struggled to be
direct with someone because you worry that your honest feedback will
upset them and make them not like you? Perhaps you’ve gotten upset
because someone didn’t do something when you thought they should have
understood what you wanted them to do? You clearly said, “The dishes
need to be washed before I can cook dinner.” Thirty minutes later, when the
dishes are still not washed, you angrily say, “I guess no one wants me to
cook dinner!”

Avoiding direct communication might feel easier, but it can be harder
for others to deal with. It can damage relationships and block genuine
connections.

Disguised Demands
Disguised demands are a form of indirect communication. You want

something (maybe you want your friend to stop giving you feedback), and
you demand this, but in an indirect way that gives you plausible deniability.
In other words, there is a secret desire to control (you want your friend to
obey you). Sometimes this desire is so secret that it is even kept a little

secret from yourself. But remember, it is very hard to lie to yourself
or keep a secret from yourself! There are two forms of indirect
communication that function to stop feedback and they signal
disengagement indirectly. Disguised demands ask something of the person
you are communicating with, without actually asking them. They might not
even know you are asking something of them. There are two common
forms of disguised demands that can be helpful to recognize. They are
called “pushbacks” and “don’t hurt me’s” (Lynch 2018, 330).

Table 10.2: Disguised Demands 
(Lynch 2018b)

Pushback Don’t Hurt Me



Hidden
Message

1. I’m not telling you what
to do.

2. But you better do what I
want!

(You better do what I say or
I will make life difficult for
you!)

1. You don’t understand me.

2. You are hurting me.

(If you cared about me, you would
stop pressuring me!)

Tone of
Voice

Aloof, sarcastic, matter-of-
fact, contemptuous, cold.

Wounded, whining, begging, sighing,
using a very soft voice, overly
friendly, sickly sweet.

Facial
Expression
or Body
Posture

Flat or stony face, silent
treatment, scowling, hostile
stare, walk away, eye roll,
disgust, cold, sharp,
sarcastic, sneer, mock,
snicker.

Hiding face with hands, hair, hat.
Pouting, sulking, frowning, head
down, eyes down, brooding, crying.
Cringing, furrowing brow, having a
pained expression on one’s face.

Reaction
from
Others

Threat response (i.e., they
want to run away or avoid,
or fight and start pushback
war). The feedback stops.

Caregiving response or treating you
fragilely (i.e., others try and make
you feel better by apologizing,
validating, or soothing in some way).
They stop giving you the feedback.

Function

Both attempt to control the behavior of others or block feedback.
The disguised demand is to stop others from asking you to do
something differently or to stop others from telling you something
you don’t want to hear without you saying it directly (i.e., you get
to deny it if you want to!).

The function of pushback and don’t hurt me is to avoid taking
responsibility and may be a way to put the blame on others.

Downsides! Other people avoid you
because of fear of revenge
or end up walking on

Other people can see you as fragile or
incompetent and end up walking on



eggshells around you. You
lose out on helpful
feedback.

eggshells around you. You lose out
on helpful feedback.

Got it? Now let’s have some more fun! Read the story below and
decide if Suzi communicates directly or with a pushback or with a don’t

hurt me.

Suzi’s boyfriend, Willis, was visiting from out of state. One night
they watched a TV chef make a delicious-looking chicken dinner.
Willis said, “We should have this one night this week. I’ll be happy
to make it.” Suzie had a rule: she never ate any food that she didn’t
watch being made. She didn’t want to tell him that, so in a very
quiet voice, Suzi said, “But you know I’m at school late every day.”
Willis responded, “Don’t worry! I’ll make it by myself. I know how
hard you work and how important that is to you. It’s one way I can
show you how much I love you.” She knew he was being really
sweet, but Suzi responded with a soft whine, “I don’t want you to
have to do it all by yourself. If you really cared about me, you’d
know I’m too stressed to think about all this now. It’s just too
much.” She curled up into a ball and put her face in her hands. At
a loss, Willis rubbed her shoulder. “Hey, why don’t we make it on
Saturday, when you can be here. It’ll be a nice thing to do
together.” Suzi realized that once he backed off, she felt instant
relief, but she also saw that Willis looked a bit dejected.

What signal was Suzi giving to Willis?

Suzi first needed to recognize that her don’t-hurt-me response was a
disguised demand. She wanted to control what she ate and what
ingredients were in it and who was cooking that dinner. She was
attempting to control her boyfriend too. Suzi realized that by
insisting on control over all meals, she was going against her core
value of connection and a growing value of flexibility. Suzi
recognized that controlling this meal by telling Willis that he did



not understand her feelings and he did not care about how stressed
she would be if he insisted on cooking dinner for her, worked
against these values.

From all that she had read, Suzi knew that she needed to be
open and honest with her boyfriend about her desires for control.
She explained to Willis that she felt the need to control the food
because her eating disorder made her fear that she could not trust
other people when it comes to food preparation. She told him that
she does trust him and she would not want to communicate
otherwise. She added that she knows he was only trying to be
caring when he offered to cook for her and that she appreciates his
willingness to put forth that kind of effort.

Finally, Suzi did some self-enquiry as she recognized how she
had energy when she thought about Willis’s cooking dinner for her
while she was at school. She had a lot of energy when she thought
about not being able to monitor the cooking process. She asked
herself “what makes it difficult for me to accept the love and
support from others? What makes it difficult for me to show that I
trust loved ones?” And she felt more energy, something she felt the
desire to run from, which she learned was a sign that there was

some learning and growing for her to do here. Woohoo!!

Now it’s your turn! Think about a recent time when you had secret
desires for control that took you away from your values, and use the
following worksheet to try out this skill:

Worksheet 10.2: Skills for Disguised Demands
Describe the underlying circumstance:

Be aware of your secret desire for control. What were you trying to control?



What was your social signaling?

What are your values that you want to guide your actions?

How might you increase connection by being open and honest about your
desires for control? How can you say what you really mean?

Practice self-enquiry to learn and grow:



Now let’s take a look at pushbacks. Let’s see if you can apply the
above skills with Amy’s use of a pushback in her desire to control. This is
not a test—it’s just practice.

Last summer, when Amy was attending an out-of-state science
program for a month, her older sister, Rachel, came to visit for a
long weekend. Amy often felt responsible for Rachel’s happiness,
and she wanted everything to be perfect for the visit. She made
careful plans for the weekend, but she didn’t plan where they would
go to dinner Friday night. She wanted to appear flexible, as her
sister often teased her (gave her feedback) about how much she
planned. On Friday morning, Rachel asked if she could help with
anything, and Amy suggested that she make reservations for dinner
that night. As Rachel happily Googled “restaurants near me,” Amy
noticed that she felt irritated. She didn’t want to eat inside or at a
restaurant that didn’t serve organic food or one that was too
expensive. And she didn’t want sandwiches.

Amy asked Rachel, with condescension in her voice, “Of
course, I know you’d only consider restaurants with organic
choices and outdoor seating?”

What was Amy trying to control?

What was Amy social signaling?

The more Amy asked questions, the less enthusiastic Rachel was.
She asked, “Amy, would you prefer to do this yourself?” Amy said,
“You’re the one who offered to help.” Rachel’s face fell, and Amy



realized that even though she wanted her sister to help, her inner
desire for control was getting in the way of connecting with Rachel.

Which of Amy’s values could guide her actions in this situation?

How might Amy increase connection by being open and honest about her
desires for control?

What self-enquiry questions might help Amy learn and grow?

Communicating Based on Secret Desires for
Control
Now that you have a better understanding of pushbacks and don’t hurt

me’s and how they are a type of indirect communication called “disguised
demands,” let’s look at other ways desire for control can show up. Think
about the following questions as you work to identify your own desire for
control (Lynch 2018b).

Have you ever wanted someone to stop giving you feedback (positive
or negative), or wanted someone to stop expressing how they feel
toward you (angry, proud, and so on)?



Have you ever wanted someone to help you—and you think that they
should know you need help without your asking for it?

How about times when you’ve wanted others to recognize how hard
you’ve had it and therefore not pressure you to do anything or to
change?

Or maybe you’ve wanted others to appreciate your good intentions,
sacrifices, and how hard you work?

Have you wanted someone to validate you, soothe you, or even treat
you as though you are fragile?

Have you ever secretly wanted to punish someone or make them
realize their shortcomings for not doing things the way you believe
they should—or fast enough?

Have you wanted vengeance for a perceived wrongdoing? (It can be
particularly hard to admit this last one, even to ourselves.)

Have you ever wanted to sabotage the efforts of others to win or to
prove a point?

Have you ever wanted to leave a social interaction or wanted others to
leave so you could be left alone? (Many people can relate to that one.)

Have you wanted people—or even the world—to change, to fit how
you think things should be or so that you can get what you want?
Perhaps you just want others to think or act as you do. You’re correct

about this, so why wouldn’t they, right?

Have you ever wanted to change the topic just to avoid potential
conflict?

These are common examples of secret desires for control. You likely
won’t relate to all of them, but which ones do you relate to? When you find
yourself acting on thoughts like this, ask yourself if the behavior is in line
with your values? Would you want others interacting with you like that?
Would you encourage a child to act like that? If others knew your secret
desires, would you be distressed? Perhaps there is something to learn about
yourself here. Let’s see how John notices his urges for control and how he
used the RO DBT skill ROCKs ON.



John had a busy week ahead of him and could barely fit his training
runs into his schedule. On top of that, his wife, Julia, was out of
town Monday and Tuesday on business. He was stretched to his
limit. On Tuesday night, soon after Julia returned home, their son,
Ryan, told them that he needed a poster board and certain markers
to complete an assignment for Thursday. Ryan apologized, saying
he hadn’t realized how quickly the assignment was approaching,
and he was stressed about getting a good grade. John secretly
wanted Julia to offer to take Ryan to the store, because clearly his
schedule was already overwhelmed. However, Julia said, “John,
could you take him to get it? I just barely got home, and I have so
much to do for work tomorrow.” His first thought was that it was
ridiculous—She knows I have to run in the morning! But from his
work in RO DBT, John realized this was a good time to work
through the ROCKs ON skill.

Handout 10.1: Flexible Mind ROCKs ON 
(Lynch 2018b)

R: Resist the urge to control other people.

O: Identify your interpersonal effectiveness goals and degree of
Openness.

C: Clarify the interpersonal effectiveness goal that is your
priority.

K: Practice Kindness first and foremost.

ON: Take into account the Other person’s Needs.

This is how John worked through ROCKs ON by writing in his
journal:

Yeah, I see that I want to control everything, but I have to Resist the
urge to control Julia. I have to look at my interpersonal
effectiveness goals, decide which is my priority here, and gauge my
Openness to sticking to that goal. I really wish Julia would take
Ryan to the store (objective effectiveness), and I’m hinting that she
needs to, but why? She barely walked in the door, she’s tired, and



she has meetings at work to prepare for, and I’m so focused on my
running—it is important.… But my value of connection is also
important here. I want her to know that I’m a team player
(relationship effectiveness). And I want to know that I’m a team
player (self-respect effectiveness), and I want all three of them to
know that they’re more important to me than a five-mile training
run. After all, what do I need to learn about really living my
values? I mean, truly, what’s more important: Julia and the kids or
my race times (self-enquiry effectiveness)? What’s next—right:
Clarify. I’m working so hard on our marriage right now, so I think
relationship effectiveness is most important here.

With ROCKs ON, I must put Kindness above desires for
control. Kindness is humility in action. It’s about showing I care,
treating others as I want to be treated. Putting it that way really
makes me want to put Julia first and to sacrifice for her, without
expecting anything in return. We really are better together. I know
how I felt when I saw her pull into the driveway today—I love her
so much. I don’t want to do anything to harm our relationship.
What was I thinking when I secretly tried to get her to take Ryan to
the store? No. No. Don’t beat yourself up about this. I reacted
automatically, but self-enquiry worked. I’m okay.

Okay, last step: the Other person’s Needs. Julia needs to get to
bed early. She never sleeps well in hotels. She always does so much
for all of us—if anyone needs anything, she’s there. So if she flat-
out asked me to take Ryan, she must be exhausted. No more doubts
about this. I’ll take him.

The next morning, John took Ryan to the store before school.
As they left the house, he could see in Julia’s eyes how much she
appreciated it. And he had a great time talking with Ryan about the
project. He hadn’t realized his son’s passion for his topic, and Ryan
seemed especially happy to discuss it with him. And John realized
how happy he was spending that time with Ryan.

Ready to give ROCKs ON a try? Think about a time when you
indirectly socially signaled due to your secret desire for control, and think
about how you could instead enhance kindness and social connection.



Worksheet 10.3: ROCKs ON
Resist the urge to control people by first recognizing it:

Identify your interpersonal effectiveness goals and degree of Openness:

Relationship effectiveness: How do you want the other person to feel about
you after the interaction?

Self-respect effectiveness: How do you want to feel about yourself after the
interaction?

Objective effectiveness: What results or changes do you want to occur after the
interaction?

Self-enquiry effectiveness: What do you imagine the other person’s primary
objective is, and what do you imagine their needs and desires will be during
the interaction?



Clarify the interpersonal effectiveness goal that is your priority:

Practice Kindness first and foremost. What can you do to be kind instead of
control?

Take into account the Other person’s Needs. What are their needs and wants?

Way to go! Remember just being aware of your indirect social
signaling is the first step. You can decide what you want to do about it from

there. You might even need to ask others for feedback about your
signaling in order to learn and grow.

Are You with Us?



Boy, are you learning a lot about social connection! Woohoo! Social flexibility,
social connection, and now social engagement. Are you sensing a pattern here?
As you know, us humans—we need each other. Our social connections are
important to our survival. We need them even if we think we don’t want them.
You’re learning the ways we all socially signal that can push others away,
often through indirect communication, even when it’s not our intention. Next
you’ll learn more about communication and finally enhancing intimacy.

Have fun!



CHAPTER 11.  

Building Close Personal Bonds Through
Communication and Feedback

Now that you’re practicing what you’ve learned about social signaling,
you’ll learn key skills for building and deepening relationships. We’ll also
explain how the need for intimacy differs from person to person and how
this impacts a relationship. We’ll describe how you can develop reciprocal
communication with others that can increase mutual closeness and bring
about more intimacy in your relationships. And—oh, yeah—we’ll describe
how to stay open and allow feedback from others. Listening to and learning
from feedback will help you to improve or maintain relationships that are
important to you.

Building Relationships with Match+1, (Lynch
2018b)

In order to get to know somebody, or get closer, you have to reveal personal
information. This signals to others that you trust them and have good
intentions, especially if your facial expression matches your words (see also
the DEEP skill in chapter 6).

Let’s see how Amy’s responses in conversations with three different
people influenced what happened at the end.

Scenario 1

Amy enters a café; a waiter approaches.

W: How is your day going?

Amy: Fine.



W: Have you done something interesting today?

Amy: Nothing special.

The waiter takes the order and leaves.

Scenario 2

Amy encounters a coworker, Maria, at lunch. She isn’t sure if she wants to
become friends with her.

Maria: How is your day?

Amy: Fine. What about you?

Maria: Rough morning. I was up too late last night, so it was hard to
get up and come to work.

Amy: What about this afternoon?

Maria: Tired. I wish I could just go home.

Amy: How late do you have to stay today?

Maria: We’ll see. [She checks her watch.] Have to go now. Have a
good day. [She walks away.]

Scenario 3

Amy gets home from work. Her sister is already there.

Rachel: How was your day?

Amy: Tedious as usual. But a new guy started today. Seems nice.
How was yours?

Rachel: Traffic was awful, so I was late. Everyone stared at me when
I walked in. I felt awful.

Amy: Know what you mean. It happened to me the other day.
Someone even commented: “Late again.” I wanted to crawl
under a rock.

Rachel hugged Amy.



You can see how in scenarios 1 and 2, the conversation did not build a
reciprocal relationship or increase the closeness between Amy and the other
person. In scenario 2, she asked lots of questions but didn’t disclose any
personal information, which shut down their conversation. By contrast, the
conversation in scenario 3 brought Amy and Rachel closer. They matched
the other’s level of self-disclosure and shared increasingly personal
experiences at each stage. That’s what Match+1 is (Lynch 2018b).

Match+1 is a skill you can use to get to know someone or deepen a
relationship. You have to share something personal about yourself for others
to respond to you in a more personal way. If you reveal feelings, thoughts,
memories, and experiences, it signals to others that you are a trustworthy
person.

Just asking the other person questions, as Amy did in scenario 2, does
not deepen relationships. They might be put off and find the questions
intrusive. And a person who asks questions but doesn’t reveal anything can
appear arrogant, controlling, and secretive.

How much you reveal in Match+1 will depend on how well you
already know the person and how much you want to deepen the
relationship. When first getting to know somebody, it’s better to hold off on
the really personal stuff. Start with general topics. The English are famous
for starting every conversation by talking about the weather. If you are not
English, chose a general topic that you don’t feel emotional about.
Anything spring to mind?

Getting to know someone well takes time, and people vary in how
comfortable they are with self- disclosure. You yourself might find it
uncomfortable. But that is why Match+1 is so helpful. It guides you through
the process, teaching you how, when, and in which sequence you should
reveal your personal information. Use handout 11.1: Match+1 to walk
through each step and build your relationships.

Handout 11.1: Match+1
1. If you are feeling anxious before meeting someone, activate

your social-safety system.

2. Greet the other person.



3. Reveal something about yourself to another person. Chitchats
are essential when you first meet others. Start with something
general, like something about your day or week.

4. Listen to how the person responds and then “match” their level
of self-disclosure or go one level higher (see the table below,
the Intimacy Level Continuum, for more on this).

5. Share less-personal details with people you don’t know well.
Talk about sports, politics, weather, work, school.

6. Remember that Match+1 mostly focuses on revealing personal
information about yourself, and less about asking personal
question about the other person—especially if you don’t feel
ready to be asked similar questions yourself.

7. With people you already know well, share thoughts and
feelings. The closer you feel with them, the more you can share
some emotionally charged events, judgments, and personal
opinions.

8. Use I statements if you are revealing your feelings, thoughts,
and beliefs so that another person knows that you are taking
responsibility for them.

9. As intimacy with the other person develops, you can start
sharing embarrassing events and vulnerable emotions.
Revealing your deepest vulnerable emotion that you have not
previously expressed, while making a commitment to the
relationship that might include some serious self-sacrifice, will
mean that you’re at your highest (maximum) possible and
desired level of intimacy. Use the table below, the Intimacy
Level Continuum, to orient yourself to which level of intimacy
you have with the other person. If you want to get to know them
better, increase the personal information you share by going
one level up (+1 in the table) over the level they shared.

Match+1 Intimacy Level Continuum

Intimacy Match What to Do and Say



Level or +1

Low

Match Talk about general topics without expressing personal
emotions: weather, traffic, fashion, restaurant reviews.

+1
Reveal personal values, opinions, and goals about general
topics: climate change, politics, human rights, or talking
about socially desirable preferences.

Medium

Match
Reveal true personal feelings and judgments, some of which
might not be socially desirable, like “I hate people who
aren’t punctual.”

+1
Openly express feelings and judgments about personal
relationships, even when emotions are running high (crying;
expressing distress, anxiety, and anger)

High

Match
Openly express affection and desire for closeness to the
other person. Share shameful and embarrassing personal
events. Show vulnerability.

+1

Openly express intense affection and commitment for a long-
term relationship. Express most vulnerable emotions that
have not been expressed before. Show readiness to make
sacrifice for the other person.

10. Remember that the level of disclosure is influenced by your or
the other person’s mood, how rested or busy you are, the state
of physical health, topic of conversation, where you are
meeting (in public or private), and each person’s experiences in
past relationships.

11. Persevere. Match+1 is based on multiple interactions. Don’t
stop giving personal details just because the other person
doesn’t respond immediately.

12. Practice Match+1 whenever you can and whenever you want to
get close (or closer) to someone. It takes a few meetings with



the same person for communication to become more intimate.
Don’t rush it, but also don’t get stilted in how you express
yourself.

13. Remember, closeness takes time.

Building Relationships by Adjusting to Different
Needs for Intimacy

People vary in their needs for intimacy. What’s just right for one may be too
cold or too hot for others. (Hmm, isn’t there a children’s story about that?
Someone named Goldilocks? But we’re off track. Back to the topic.) Some
people want a lot of closeness, and others prefer less. There is no right or
wrong amount. What feels warm and fulfilling to you may feel smothering to
someone else.

Imagine that you’re practicing Match+1, and the other person doesn’t
respond when you try to increase intimacy past a certain level. You want to
be closer than they do. There could be many reasons for this, but one is that
they have a lower maximum level of desired intimacy than you do. When
someone you see as a close connection turns down an invitation, doesn’t
call as frequently as you would like, or participates in activities without
you, you may feel rejected or think they don’t care. But it could be that your
intimacy needs are just different.

An important step in improving relationships is to understand,
appreciate, and validate the other person’s style of intimacy. Let’s look at
some examples.



Figure 11.1

Antonio, Suzi, and Stephanie all know each other, and Antonio and
Suzi have gotten to be friends. In the intimacy thermometer (Lynch 2018b,
425, fig 10.1), notice that Antonio’s maximum desired level of intimacy is
greater than Suzi’s (at times he wants to be far more close than she can
stand), and her minimum desired level of intimacy is higher than Antonio’s
(at times he is happy with a level of interaction that feels cold to her). Think
how confusing that could be for Suzi! If Antonio is at his highest level of
comfortable intimacy, Suzi feels smothered, and if he backs off to his
lowest level, she feels deprived! Maybe you’ve been in that situation
before. The good news is that there’s a wide range of overlap. When you
are building a relationship, part of what you’re figuring out is the range of
intimacy where you’re both comfortable, so both of you can have your
needs met. It’s rare that your ranges will exactly match. But when there’s an
overlap, you can make it work. On other hand, there’s only a small bit of
overlap between Antonio’s lowest level and Stephanie’s highest. They
might strike a note occasionally, when they’re comfortable with each other.



Sometimes there is no overlap. In figure 11.1, Stephanie’s maximum
desired intimacy is below Suzi’s minimum. Suzi often finds Stephanie
distant, and Stephanie thinks Suzi is too needy.

Antonio enjoys talking with Suzi about his sister, and he likes how
she shares stories that show how close she is to her family.
Unfortunately, Suzi rarely hangs out with him, saying she is busy
with school. He struggles with feeling rejected by Suzi, though
when she does meet him for coffee or lunch, he’s excited.

As for Stephanie, Antonio is close to giving up on the
relationship. When she’s around, she’s fun and interesting, although
she doesn’t share much about herself, and she rarely calls or texts.
Stephanie realizes he’s frustrated with her, but what can she do?
There are times when she finds him too talkative and prying, but
sometimes she enjoys his company.

Connections are easier when there is a lot of overlap in desired
intimacy levels. But it’s not necessary, if you’re both aware of the
differences and willing to work with them. If you desire less intimacy than
the other person, you’ll need to work harder at times—for example, by
increasing the ways you express affection; finding more time to spend with
them; perhaps increasing touch (holding hands or other contact); sharing
more of your thoughts, feelings, and experiences; and finding more
activities you both enjoy. If you desire more intimacy than they do, you’ll
likely need to understand that you won’t reach your maximum level of
intimacy. You can do this by accepting (without resentment) that they have
different preferences for intimacy, focusing on enjoying the times you
share, and finding other ways to meet your intimacy needs (such as by
spending time with other friends, with family, or with a pet).

What about you? Think about your relationships. Do you feel
smothered in some? Ignored? Could this be due to different levels of
intimacy? Consider these questions:

Do you wish a friend or acquaintance called or texted you more
often? Or do you think that they don’t care enough, because you don’t
hear from them as much as you’d like?



When a friend reaches out to you, do you think that they take up too
much of your time? Or are you surprised they contacted you at all,
because you thought they were pulling away or not interested in a
friendship?

Does a friend stay at about the same Match+1 level without
reciprocating when you try to increase the level of intimacy? Or do
they move up the Match+1 levels faster than you are ready for?

In worksheet 11.1, Working with Different Needs for Intimacy, list the
relationships that you experience as too “hot” and smothering and those you
experience as distant or less caring than you’d like? Consider this—do you
enjoy this person and like spending time with them despite the stress of not
having the same needs for intimacy? If so, the relationship is probably
worth saving. Use the handout to work through different ways you can try
to match more closely the other person’s desired levels of intimacy and
maintain the relationship.

Worksheet 11.1 Working with Different Needs for
Intimacy

Describe relationships in which the other person wants to be closer to
you than you want to be with them. (Too much intimacy; you might feel
smothered.)

How can you be more open to closeness in these relationships? (Perhaps share
more about your thoughts and feelings, increase touch, tell them about your
own desires and be open to accepting their different desires, and find ways to
spend more time together and ways to ask for time apart when you need it.)



Relationships in which the other person feels distant. (You feel rejected.)

How can you cope with less intimacy than you want to maintain these
relationships? (Can you meet some of your intimacy needs with family, other
friends, or pets; change your expectations of what a relationship means with
this friend; accept the differences between you without harsh judgments of
either of you; or prioritize moments that are important to share?)

So how many friendships do you need in life? It’s quality not quantity
that matters. Just having one close friend you trust, feel safe with, and can
depend on when things get tough can fulfill your life. Isn’t that what the
friends are for? (I think I hear music playing—isn’t there a song about
that?) And you can develop friendships at any time, at any age, and under
any circumstance. But if you want to build relationships or improve them,
you need a few important skills. Let’s start with two: (A) be open to the
possibility that there will be times when you’re wrong about your opinions,
and (B) stay open to feedback, even when it hurts.



Chill Break! Hey, time for a break! The idea of this book is to learn
and practice as you go. So now might be a really good time to
check in with your friends or family—or go to a social event, play,
and meet new people. You can practice Match+1!

How to Improve Yourself and Your Relationships
by Accepting Feedback

If you want to improve friendships, allow and consider feedback from others.
What they think matters! And we all have blind spots. In a workplace, people
who are open to critical feedback are highly effective employees (Ashford and
Tsui 1991; Smither et al. 2005). They learn about themselves, alter their
behavior (when needed), improve relationships, and adapt to an ever-changing
world. Next time you receive feedback, listen and decide if you can learn from
it. Remember, we need both criticism and praise to develop ourselves.

Yes, feedback can be a bummer (hard, yuck) when it feels like
someone is criticizing you. It can be verbal, nonverbal (an eye-roll, a frown,
a dismissive hand movement), or situational (a driver honks the horn at you
for jaywalking). Let’s see John’s example.

When John refused to go to the barbecue, his wife, Julia, said,
“This is the third time you’re turning them down. They’ll stop
inviting us. We’ll lose our friends because they’ll think you are
avoiding them.” John was furious: “You don’t understand. I can’t
do it.” He walked outside in protest, his whole body tense. He
noticed his heart racing and tight breathing, and did self-enquiry
for a few minutes. He asked himself:

Am I feeling angry, numb, or emotionally shut down?

Did I walk away in response to Julia’s feedback?

Did I respond immediately, without thinking it through?

Do I feel a strong desire to explain myself?

Am I automatically blaming Julia for my reactions?

Am I closed to hearing her feedback?



Is there something that I can learn from her feedback?

How to Stay OPEN to Feedback
A physical reaction (body tension, a pounding heart) to feedback

signals that you might be in a closed mind-set, unable to fully hear what
someone is telling you. This is the time to practice being radically open to
that feedback—be willing to be wrong, without losing your perspective or
automatically giving in. You need to let go of mistrusting people who are
giving you feedback. How many times have you thought negatively about
someone only to realize later that you were wrong, that you’d misjudged
them. Remember: “Just because I think it doesn’t mean that it’s true.”
Holding grudges or not letting go of past hurts can keep you closed to fully
listening to feedback. Let go of all that to give yourself a chance to learn
and improve your relationships (see also chapter 8). Use the steps in the
handout 11.2 to stay open to feedback (adapted from Lynch 2018b).

Handout 11.2: Stay Open to Feedback
1. Acknowledge that you are receiving feedback (verbal or

nonverbal).

2. Notice if you’re feeling tense and defensive. Label emotions
(anger, annoyance, sadness, fear) and action urges (an urge to
walk away, retaliate, deny, or shut down).

3. Check if you’re in Fixed or Fatalistic mind (see chapter 7). Is
your response “yeah, but …”; “what’s the point?”; “they aren’t
trying to help me”; or “anything I say is futile, as I will be shut
down”?

4. Use self-enquiry to compassionately question your automatic
responses. It can help block avoidance or keep you from
blaming others, the situation, or the world.

Am I jumping to respond to feedback or questions
without considering it?
Am I holding my breath or breathing more quickly?
Has my heart rate changed?



Do I feel a strong desire to explain myself?
Am I feeling numb or emotionally shut down?
Am I automatically blaming something or someone
else for my reactions?

5. Change body posture to facilitate openness—slow deep
breathing, closed-mouth smile, use eyebrow wags, lean back
rather than forward (practice Big 3+1).

6. Practice fully listening. Let go of denial, past hurts, and
assumptions about what they’re saying. Don’t insist they listen
to you before you listen to them. Don’t rehearse your
responses or give up if it does not go as you planned. Give
yourself and the other person time. Take a break if the situation
is getting emotionally charged.

7. Encourage openness by silently repeating:

There may be something to learn from this feedback.
There may be some truth in what is being said.
Being open does not mean approval or that I must
abandon my prior beliefs.

Stay engaged. Surf the urges to abandon the relationship, walk away,
or avoid. Go opposite: remain in the situation and thank the person for an
opportunity to learn. Being open to corrective feedback is how we learn.
Remember that a conflict can also bring you closer to the other person, and
not everything has to be resolved at once.

After practicing self-enquiry, John went back inside. He thanked
Julia for making him reflect on how his avoidance was impacting
their relationships with friends. Together, they talked through how
he could find a way to accompany her to the barbeque.

How to Learn from Feedback
When you have mastered staying open and listening to feedback, the

next skill is to learn from feedback. This involves making sure you clearly
understand what behavior the other person is suggesting you change,



deciding whether to accept their suggestions, and then learning to alter your
behavior. You can choose not to accept feedback (for example, if it doesn’t
fit your valued goals), though you should always consider it. Remember,
learning from feedback and altering your behavior will help you improve or
maintain relationships that are important to you. The feedback is well-
meaning and from people who care about you, and it can help you avoid
problems. Use the steps in the handout 11.3 to decide if you will adopt
feedback and learn from it (adapted from Lynch 2018b).

Handout 11.3: Learning from Feedback
1. Clarify what the person would like you to change or do

differently. Use an easy manner and ask for examples.

2. Repeat what you heard to confirm that your understanding is
accurate. Be open to the possibility that you didn’t get it right at
first. Ask the other person to help you understand.

3. Once the feedback is clear, use the following questions to
decide if you will accept it:

Does the person have more experience in this
area?
Will accepting the advice help maintain my
relationship with them?
Will accepting it help me maintain other important
relationships?
Am I discounting the feedback to purposefully
displease or punish the person?
Will accepting it help me avoid significant problems
(e.g., financial loss, employment difficulties,
problems with the law)?
Is the feedback something that I have heard from
others before?
Am I capable of making the suggested changes?

If you mostly answered yes, go to the next
step. If not, you can decide to decline the



feedback.

4. Try out the new behavior. Use flexible mind VARIEs to boost
your effectiveness (see chapter 6). Practice it again and again.

5. Self-soothe and reward yourself for being open and trying
something new. Remember, the goal is to be open, not to be
perfect.

And this is exactly what John did.

John thought, Julia’s right that declining another invitation will
jeopardize our friendship with them. And she didn’t say it, but it
would hurt our marriage as well. And she knows what she’s talking
about. She’s the one who’s good with people, not me. She just shines
at a party. If I don’t go, she’ll feel down. And others have told me
that I should socialize more. Okay. I’ll go with her. And who am I
kidding—there’s bound to be a wide variety of food. I’ll be fine. He
felt proud of himself for the decision, and when he told Julia, she
gave him a kiss.

Practice Opportunity
Use handout 11.1 to build your relationships using Match+1 and

handout 11.2 to work out the differences in desired intimacy levels between
yourself and the others. Track any feedback you received from others (start
with today) using handout 11.4. Keep a record if you were open to
feedback, if you accepted it, and what you have learned from it.

So Now You Know …
Reciprocal communication helps you to get to know others or develop existing
friendships. Knowing the other person’s level of desired intimacy will help you
maintain and improve relationships. And it’s important to stay open to
feedback from well-meaning people, even when it feels critical. We all need
feedback to help us learn and become better people.



CHAPTER 12.  

Enhancing Intimacy

Your relationships will naturally have different levels of intimacy, and you
might want to get closer to some people. In this chapter we’ll look at ways
to increase intimacy and maintain relationships. This means (yikes!)
dropping your defenses, trusting, and taking the risk of being hurt. There
are many ways to do this. Specifically, we’ll consider characteristic
behaviors in genuine friendships and how to cope with rejection, teasing,
and validation.

Increasing Intimacy
Think of people who have a relationship that you admire, whether it’s a really
close friendship or a romantic relationship.

How do they interact that shows how they care for each other? Do they smile
warmly at each other, make plans together, laugh together?

What can you learn from them? How do you signal caring in your own
relationships? How can you increase that?



People can have close relationships in many different ways—there’s
no one right way. Observing relationships you admire is important, and can
show you what’s important to you in a close relationship. To help you
develop that relationship, here are some key points.

Activate Social Safety
Remember in chapter 5 when you learned about cues and the

emotional response systems associated with the cues? When you have an
OC personality style, just being with people can be a cue that activates your
threat system. Then, when in threat, you’re focused on the “danger” in the
situation—watching for signs of rejection or hostility—and you likely
wouldn’t notice if someone behaved in a friendly manner. What to do? The
first step is to activate your social-safety system, using skills like Big 3+1
(see chapter 5).

Another way of activating your social-safety system is the loving-
kindness meditation (LKM), which improves your mood and activates your
social-safety system. Using LKM before social interactions can increase
positive responses and feelings of social connectedness. While only a short
six-minute exercise is needed, research shows that the more you practice,
the stronger the effects. Remember it’s about activating your social-safety
system, nothing else (like how you feel toward someone else).

The following LKM script was designed specifically for OC
individuals and is to be read aloud or listened to from a recording (Lynch
2018b, 108). Consider recording it on your phone so you can just listen
whenever you need it.

Handout 12.1: Loving-Kindness Meditation
Getting seated. Find a comfortable seated position in a chair, on the
floor, or on the sofa. The most important thing is that you find a position
in which you feel alert and the chances of you drifting off to sleep are



minimal. For the practice of loving-kindness, you can keep your eyes
open or closed—the choice is yours—with the understanding that our
goal is to remain awake, as best we can.

Noticing the breath. Once you find that position, begin by simply taking
a breath—with awareness. Not trying to change the breath or fix it in
some way, just being fully present with the full duration of the in-breath
and the full duration of the out-breath. You may notice it most strongly
in the nose and the throat. Some people notice the breath in the chest
or the belly. Wherever the breath is most alive for you, just allow
yourself to rest your awareness there. If your mind wanders away from
the breath, which it is prone to do, then, without judgment, just bring
yourself back to the next natural inhalation or exhalation.

Finding your heart center. And now, very gently, allow your awareness
to move from your breath to your heart center. Into that place, right
there, in the middle of the chest. Not as much the physical heart but
that place where we tend to feel warm emotions. If you would like to do
so, sometimes people find it helpful to gently place their open hand
over the location of their physical heart, as this can help facilitate the
practice.

As best you can, find a memory or feeling sense of a time when
you experienced a strong sense of loving-kindness, either from
someone or toward someone. It might have been the first day you met
your life partner, the day a child or grandchild was born, a particular
afternoon with your favorite pet, or a time when you felt warm
appreciation after helping or being helped by someone. The idea is not
to find the perfect experience or image; nor should you be concerned if
you find yourself thinking of many different events or experiences. The
idea is—as best you can—to re-create the warm, tender, or positive
feelings associated with prior experiences of loving-kindness, and to
allow these feelings to grow in your heart center. For just a moment,
allow these feelings to grow.

Sending loving-kindness to a person you care about. And now, in your
mind’s eye, gently bring into focus an image of someone you care
about, a person you already have existing warm feelings for, may feel
love toward, or may feel a sense of positive connection with. It doesn’t
have to be a perfect relationship or one without conflict—the idea is to
find an image or feeling sense of someone you know whom you



already have warm feelings for. As best you can, hold this image or a
feeling sense of this person in your heart center. And now, from the
feelings of loving-kindness in the center of your chest, extend warm
wishes to this person you care about. Using these phrases, silently
repeat to yourself the following meditation, inserting the name of the
person you care about (and we recommend that you don’t change the
wording of this):

May  be at ease.

May  be content with their life.

May  be joyful.

May  feel safe and secure.

Again, extending warm wishes of loving-kindness to them:

May  be at ease.

May  be content with their life.

May  be joyful.

May  feel safe and secure.

And again, from the source of loving-kindness in your own heart,
extending well wishes to them:

May  be at ease.

May  be content with their life.

May  be joyful.

May  feel safe and secure.

And now, gradually allow the image or feeling sense of this person
you care for to gently dissolve from your mind’s eye, resting your
attention back in your heart center, back into those feelings of warm
loving-kindness—as best you can.

Sending loving-kindness to a person we feel neutral about. Bring to
mind an image of someone whom you don’t really know, someone
you’ve at least seen once but don’t feel any connection with one way or



another. It could be your dentist, a supermarket clerk you’ve seen, or
someone else of that sort. And again, as best you can, from your own
heart, extending warm wishes of loving-kindness toward this person
you hardly know about, saying silently:

May  be at ease.

May  be content with their life.

May  be joyful.

May  feel safe and secure.

Again, extending warm wishes of loving-kindness to this person
you hardly know at all:

May  be at ease.

May  be content with their life.

May  be joyful.

May  feel safe and secure.

And again, from the source of loving-kindness in your own heart,
extending well wishes to this person you barely know:

May  be at ease.

May  be content with their life.

May  be joyful.

May  feel safe and secure.

Ending the meditation. And now, with warm, loving care, gently turn
your attention back to the sensations of your breath and your heart
center, allowing the image or feeling sense of this person you hardly
know to be released—allowing yourself to rest here, in this moment,
with your feelings of warmth and kindness. You can carry with you
throughout the day these warm feelings of love and kindness that you
were able to generate, knowing that you can always find your heart
center when needed and making a kindhearted commitment to
integrate this practice of loving-kindness into your life, as best you can.



And when you are ready, open your eyes and bring your attention back
into the room.

You’ll get the most from LKM if you use it daily. Practice before
social interactions. Make a digital recording of the script and listen to it
before you leave your home every day. Use the following worksheet to
record your experiences (and you can download extra copies at
https://www.newharbinger.com/48930).

Worksheet 12.1: Loving-Kindness Meditation
Practice

Day Situation What Did You Notice?
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Social Signals of Friendliness
When you want to signal friendliness, you use eyebrow wags (see

chapter 5), warm smiles, openhanded gestures, a musical tone of voice, and
context-appropriate touch. You nod your head and take turns in
conversation.

SMILES, AUTHENTIC FACIAL EXPRESSIONS, AND
LAUGHTER

You can smile in a genuine way only when you feel safe. When you
interact with others, do you smile easily? A smile is a primary way of
signaling friendliness, and even three- and four-year-old children recognize
a genuine smile (Song et al. 2016). Which of the photos below shows a
genuine smile?

Photos by Miles, L. & Johnston, L (2007)



If you said B, you’re right. A genuine smile (also called a duchenne
smile) involves not just lifting the corners of the mouth but also crinkling
the sides of the eyes. It’s like the smile involves the eyes. When interacting
socially, activate your social-safety system (so you can send friendly signals
to others), and remember to smile.

Along with a genuine smile, it is important for the rest of your face to
express openness and friendliness so others know and trust you. (Review
chapter 6 if you need a refresher on avoiding inhibited and disingenuous
emotional expressions.) If you tend to not show emotions on your face,
practice in the mirror. It will get easier the more you practice.

Try an expression of anger first. Think of something that once made
you angry and show anger on your face, watching the effect in the mirror.
Do the same for fear, sadness, curiosity, interest, and love. Notice how your
face feels with each expression. Does your face communicate the emotion
you intend to express?

Laughing together—at funny jokes or things that happen—also helps
create a bond between people. As with smiles, it’s important to laugh
genuinely, which means being willing to be playful and silly. In fact, the
degree to which couples laugh together is an indicator of their satisfaction
with the relationship (Gray et al. 2015; Kurtz and Algoe 2015). You’re also
more likely to disclose more information about yourself after laughing
together (Gray et al. 2015). Reminiscing about times when you laughed
together has a positive impact on relationships, even more than just
remembering general positive experiences (Bazzini et al. 2007). There’s
something unique about laughter in strengthening relationships.

CHITCHAT AND MEANINGFUL TALK
Engaging in chitchat is an important part of connecting with someone.

It helps at the start of a relationship, since you don’t begin a new friendship
by talking about your innermost feelings. Even with loved ones, you won’t
always or even mostly talk about deep topics. But to make a relationship
closer, you’ll move beyond chitchat—joking around, catching up with
what’s going on in their lives, and having meaningful conversations
involving self-disclosure (Hall 2018). Being interested in the ordinary
details of their life signals caring—asking about their day and listening to
their thoughts about current events. Sometimes with people you know well



you may talk mainly about tasks that need to be completed, which, while
necessary, is not particularly helpful in building intimacy. On the Match+1
scale, chitchat would be the lower levels of intimacy, such as 1 to 4, as was
discussed in the last chapter.

TOUCH
Friendly gestures like smiles and head nods (or saying things like “so

good to see you!”) are more powerful when combined with a hug or a touch
on the arm. Touch increases intimate emotions like love, sympathy,
empathy, and compassion. In general, touching is for those you are closest
to: family, romantic partners, old friends, and pets.

SHOWING UP
Part of building meaningful relationships is sharing life experiences—

big ones like graduations and birthdays and little ones like a casual
conversation (Fehr 2008; Hall 2018). You have to show up, and here
showing up means really being present and participating.

Sometimes the biggest challenge for OC folks is spontaneous
invitations. Someone says, “Let’s go get coffee” or “Let’s go dancing,” and
even though you have nothing else to do, you decline—maybe making up
an excuse—because it wasn’t in your plans or you want to research salsa
dancing and practice before you go out. (Does that sound like it happened
to one of us who are writing this book? It did!) Practice being open and
vulnerable and go! Will you make lots of mistakes when you’re trying
something new, especially something like salsa dancing? Of course you
will! (Indeed, the salsa instructor in question said at one point, with a
dramatic smile, “It’ll be a miracle if you get this step.”) We all make
mistakes—taking it lightly and revealing your common humanity will help
build the friendship.

BEHAVIORS OF GENUINE FRIENDS
There are a number of ways that genuine friends behave toward each

other that strengthen their relationship. Think about a relationship that’s
important to you, preferably one outside your family, and then use the list in
worksheet 12.2 (which you can also download at



https://www.newharbinger.com/48930), to track which friendship behaviors
you already practice and which you want to increase (Lynch 2018b, 426).

Worksheet 12.2: Genuine Friends
Put a check in column A for what you are currently doing. Then review
the list again and put a check in column B for any you want to start
doing or do more of.

A B Friendship behaviors

Feel safe when together

Trust each other

Are willing to make sacrifices for each other without expecting anything
in return or feeling resentful

Look out for each other

Stand by each other when the going gets tough

Don’t try to change each other

Trust each other to do the right thing

Respect each other’s individual differences

Care more about their relationship than material gain, personal
achievement, or personal needs

Are kind to each other

Apologize to each other when unkind and strive to repair any damage that
may have been done



A B Friendship behaviors

Are open to feedback, even when it hurts

Take responsibility for their own emotions rather than blaming them on
each other

Are polite and respectful toward each other, especially during times of
crisis or stress

Are respectful of each other when they share inner feelings (e.g., don’t
yell, shout, belittle, or speak sarcastically toward each other)

Don’t bully, threaten, lie, or manipulate each other to get what they want

Don’t expect each other to be perfect

Give each other the benefit of the doubt

Fight fair

Don’t automatically assume each other to be in the wrong when in
conflict

Admit to each other their own possible contributions to a conflict or
disagreement

Don’t hold grudges

Work out resentments, conflicts, or misunderstandings when they arise
rather than holding a grudge or hoping the problem disappears



A B Friendship behaviors

Work together to solve problems, without keeping track of who has
worked harder

Respect each other’s opinions

Share their successes and failures

Give each other time to express their views and openly listen to each
other

Give each other the gift of truth with kindness and tell each other what
they really think or feel

See each other as equals

Show genuine emotions in front of each other (maybe even cry)

Can tease each other (Sneaky preview—this is a really important
friendship skill and there’s more to come about this!)

Great! Make note of the behaviors you want to increase in a journal or
worksheet 12.3 (below, and you can download it at
https://www.newharbinger.com/48930) so you can keep track of when you
practice them, and start thinking about how you’ll make that happen.

Worksheet 12.3: Friendship Behaviors to
Increase

Day
of
Week

Behavior
to
Increase

How I Practiced This Behavior



Mon Gift of
Truth

I shared with my friend that I thought the feedback she got
from another friend (that she sometimes might come across as
being too critical) might be helpful to her.

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

Building Relationships by Teasing (Yes, Teasing!)
There are different types of teasing, and one of them is teasing someone with
feedback. Feedback often feels like a criticism, but friends can make it less of
a big deal by pointing out flaws in a caring and playful way (Lynch 2018b).
When friends tease in this way, it’s a sign of closeness and comfort. It can
increase intimacy between friends. And research confirms that teasing is a
useful way of providing feedback or correcting inappropriate behavior. (“Look
at this! Somebody still hasn’t picked their clothes up off the floor. I wonder
who that could have been.” “Of course I’ll get you something to drink! After
all, I am at least six feet closer to the kitchen than you are.”) Learning how to
tease and be teased is an important part of healthy social relationships.



When someone teases you playfully with feedback, it shows that
they’re paying attention to you and have a genuine interest in you. It can
also signal acceptance of your quirks (we all have them), which can build
the relationship (“Of course, no appointments before eleven—you need
your beauty sleep, after all). They know you well, and they care about you.

A good tease momentarily introduces conflict but then quickly
reestablishes social connectedness. It starts with what seems like a critical
comment—delivered with an unsympathetic voice tone (perhaps
expressionless or arrogant), an intimidating facial expression (like a blank
stare), and a stern gesture or body posture (finger wagging or hands on
hips)—but it’s followed by signals of playfulness (like giggling, eyebrow
wags, and smiling) that deliver the message “it’s not so serious and I care
about you!” That friendly playfulness is crucial for a tease to be taken
lightly and for it to increase the bond between people. The teaser is
signaling that they know your relationship is strong and that they care about
you deeply enough to give you important information (Lynch 2018b).

Warning! There is, of course, a mean tease that most people have
experienced at one time or another. Mean teasing is not friendly. Even if the
teaser says, “I’m just joking,” everyone knows they aren’t. The intention of
a mean tease is not friendly feedback, and it’s not a sign of caring. It’s often
about putting someone down or an indirect expression of anger.

Receiving Teases
People who are okay about being teased have an easy manner—they

don’t take themselves too seriously and can laugh (with their friends) at
their foibles, gaffes, and mishaps. It’s like they are saying, “We are all
human, and I know you care about me.” When teasing is playful and
reciprocal, it is socially bonding. In fact, teasing is an important component
of flirting, and couples who tease each other tend to be happier together
(Brauer and Proyer 2018).

Research also suggests that teasing is a way of testing trust in the
relationship: “Do you know that I truly care about you?” So when you can’t
take a tease, it may signal that you aren’t open to feedback or that you are
unsure of the relationship.



The best way to learn teasing is to practice. Look for opportunities to
tease your family and others you see on a regular basis. Remember to start
with an apparently serious comment, quickly followed by some kind of
playful signal.

Time to practice—how would you tease a friend in the following scenarios?
Assume it’s in a close and caring relationship.

1. Your roommate is playing music while you’re trying to study.

2. A friend is extremely anxious because friends are coming for
dinner and one of the plates is chipped.

3. A friend says, “It’s not that I’m upset about it, but I’m upset
about it.”

Here are some examples of teases for these scenarios. Remember
to signal that it’s a tease!

1. “Thanks so much for helping me pass this test by being sooo
quiet while I study.”

2. “Oh yes, that chip’s going to ruin the food, and everyone will
just leave because it’s so horrific.”

3. “I just love it when you’re so clear about how you feel.”



Coping with Rejection (Yeah, There’s That)
To build friendships, you risk being rejected. For any number of reasons,
you’ll probably be rejected multiple times in your attempts to make friends.
Our guess is you hate rejection, sometimes to the point that you don’t want to
risk getting close to others, and you stay lonely. But you know what? Being
rejected happens anyway. You can’t avoid it. It’s part of being human.

Read this: “You’re going to be rejected.” What just happened inside
you? Our guess is that you didn’t jump for joy. Research shows that when
someone rejects you, it triggers the same areas of the brain that are
activated when you are physically hurt (e.g., Kross et al. 2011). It does hurt.

How to cope with rejection? Here’s some suggestions:

Remember that rejection is a universal experience. You’ll be rejected,
and you’ll reject others too. It’s a part of life. Congratulate yourself
on taking risks.

Is there something to learn from the rejection? It might be obvious:
“Don’t gossip harshly about a friend.” If your emotions are stronger
than you think is warranted by the situation, maybe there’s also
something to learn through self-enquiry.

Rejection often involves a loss. What did you lose? Allow yourself to
grieve and forgive (see chapter 9).

When you experience a loss (a job, a relationship), you tend to see
only the positive aspects of what you lost. That’s the rose-colored-
glasses effect. Remember the negative or less desirable points too.

Rejection isn’t always the end, nor does it mean what you want is
unobtainable. It’s often a change in direction or a “next.”

Different emotions can come from rejection. If you experience shame
or anger, go opposite (see chapter 8).

Get perspective. How would you comfort a friend who’d been
rejected? Be as kind to yourself as you would be to a friend.



Being rejected doesn’t mean you are a total reject. Rejection is really
kind of okay, if you think about it. If you taste six salad dressings and
choose one you prefer, does that mean the others are bad? Of course
not. So maybe the other person didn’t appreciate your interests or
values. That’s what finding a friend is all about. So that one person
was different from you—how about that!

If you seek out friendships, you’ll occasionally experience pain, but
you’ll also experience pain if you don’t. Which path gets you closer
to psychological health and your valued goals?

Conflict
Conflict is a part of relationships. Constructive conflict can deepen and
strengthen connections. You may find conflict so uncomfortable that you want
to end the relationship, or perhaps you see it as rejection. RO DBT emphasizes
that when we feel uncomfortable, there may be something for us to learn.
When there is conflict, be curious about the other person’s point of view. Do
you understand their perspective? If you disagree with them, ask yourself if it’s
consistent with your values to not be friends with someone you disagree with.
Are you open to different points of view? You might also consider self-enquiry
questions—what is there for you to learn?

To talk with someone when there’s a conflict, use the PROVEs skill
(chapter 6). It gives you a chance to work through conflict and maintain the
relationship—and even strengthen it.

Chill Time Take a break. Relax. Play a game. You’ve worked hard,
and it’s time to take a breather. Indulge yourself a bit.

Validation
Wait! Did you really take a break? It’s important to chill out and relax a bit and
not always push, push, push. If you didn’t really take a break, would you do it
now?



Okay, on to validation. One of the most important and effective
relationship skills is validation—letting someone know that you understand
and accept their thoughts, emotions, impulses, actions, desires, or
experience (Fruzzetti and Worrall 2010). Validation is a way to signal
caring and to increase the closeness in the relationship. You show that you
accept them as they are and give them a safe place to share their inner
experiences. Validation also shows that you’re paying attention to their
social signals. Validation does not mean you agree, only that you
understand. That’s part of connecting.

Validation is just as important in maintaining relationships as it is in
building them. A 2017 study found that slightly more than half the time,
people confided their worries to people with whom they weren’t
particularly close, even people they met by chance, rather than to those
closest to them. Surprised? Sharing worries and concerns is part of being
close, so what’s going on? The study suggests people who don’t know you
well are likely to show more interest, ask relevant questions, and be less apt
to interrupt (Small 2017). They’re more likely to be attentive (be
validating). So validation is a sort of relationship glue.

The tricky thing about validation is that no matter how validating you
think you are, it’s the other person who decides if you actually were.
Despite your best intentions, if the other person didn’t experience what you
said as validating, it wasn’t. But that’s okay. Listen to the feedback and try
again.

There are different ways to validate, including being attentive,
reflecting back, empathic mind reading, validating based on history,
normalizing, signaling trust, and reciprocity. Let’s consider each of these
(Linehan 1997; Lynch 2018b).

Level 1: Being Attentive
Being attentive signals to the other person that you value them and

want to learn about them—you spend time with them, nod your head, smile,
ask questions, and make eye contact (in most cultures). Truly listening to
what someone is saying is being attentive. This means not planning what
you’re going to say next or thinking of other things, like how much you
want to go home and be by yourself. People can usually sense when you’re



distracted by your thoughts and not really listening to them, though the
signs may be subtle.

It may seem odd, but we are sometimes less attentive with people we
know well. It’s called the “closeness- communication bias.” If you know
someone fairly well, you tend to think you know what they’re going to say,
so you don’t listen as carefully (Savitsky et al. 2011). For example, if your
spouse or parent brings up your struggles in recovery, you may make
assumptions about what they’re going to say based on past conversations
about it. You may shut them down. That response may make it less likely
that they’ll share their worries with you again. Remember, listening to
someone doesn’t mean you have to agree with them. To truly make
connections and deepen relationships, you have to be really present and try
to understand them.

Level 2: Reflecting Back
“Reflecting back” simply means repeating to the other person what

you heard them saying and doing so with interest and humility. This isn’t
just parroting what they said. It’s a way you show that you want to
understand their thoughts, experiences, and feelings.

Voice tone and social signals are part of the meaning of what someone
says. If someone says, “I am so angry with you,” and they wink, smile, and
shrug their shoulders in an appeasement gesture, then what you reflect back
is not the words, but the meaning the person has communicated to you. You
know they’re not really angry, so you wouldn’t reflect back that they are,
even though their words said differently. Perhaps you’d reflect back,
“You’re teasing me about being angry.” Reflecting back can be particularly
important when the social signaling might not match the words said or
you’re not sure what the person is communicating to you. Sometimes you
can be sure you got the meaning, but you really haven’t.

Imagine you’re talking with Amy, who is feeling rejected because she
wasn’t invited to Jill’s party. An example of reflecting back would be,
“You’re saying you feel rejected because you weren’t invited to her party, is
that right?” This may seem obvious to you, but it gives you a chance to
check your understanding. Amy might say, “Yeah. It hurts.” Your reflecting
back has helped her feel understood and connected to you. But what if your



understanding isn’t correct? Amy might say, “No, not really. I’m upset
because I think Jill’s best friend, Angela, is telling lies about me. I’m
worried that’s why I wasn’t included.” You can now reflect back again:
“Oh, so you’re really upset because you think Angela is lying about you
and hurting your friendship with Jill?” When done with true interest,
reflecting back can show the other person that you understand and care.

So how do you respond when someone reflects back to you?
Sometimes people who have an OC personality style find it hard to believe
that others might understand what they are saying or feeling. True, no one
can know everything about someone else, and your emotions may not be
exactly like anyone else’s, but we all know what emotions basically feel
like. We’re all human. When someone reflects back what you have said,
think about it before you answer. Is it basically right? If so, let them know.

On the other hand, you may also have a tendency not to correct
someone when they misunderstood you. It’s just as important to connection
to let someone know when what they heard is not what you meant to
communicate. You’re giving the gift of truth so others can know you. It’s all
part of connecting.

Level 3: Empathic Mind Reading
In empathic mind reading, you try to guess how someone else might be

feeling or thinking. You do so with the understanding that you are just
guessing, because—well, duh, ’cause you are. You can’t really know what
they’re experiencing. So it’s important to word your empathic mind read to
show that you know you’re guessing. Begin by saying something like “I’m
guessing that...” “If I were in your shoes...” or “It seems like you might
be...”

Imagine you’re having lunch with Suzi. You’re worried about her
relationship with her boyfriend, which you’ve shared with her before. She
says, “My boyfriend just got this great new job! He’ll have more
responsibility, and he gets a big raise. I’m so happy for him! He’ll also get
to travel a lot more, which he’s excited about.” With an empathic mind
read, you might respond, “If I were in your shoes right now, I think I might
have mixed feelings. Are you a bit sad that he’ll be away more often?”



You might be wrong, but by trying to put yourself in your friend’s
shoes, you’re signaling that you want to know how your friend is really
feeling. Expect to get it wrong occasionally, and when you do, own it and
repair if necessary.

Understanding someone else does not mean agreement or approval.
For example, imagine that Suzi said that she appreciated what you said, but
that she wanted to support Willis in his new job. You might say, “I
understand that—and a good job is important. At the same time, I care
about you, and I’m aware that his travel might be hard for you.” In other
words you can accurately mind read your friend yet still stand firm about
what you believe is important.

Level 4: Validating Based on History or Biology
Level 4 recognizes that anyone with a similar background (or biology)

would behave in a similar manner. Imagine that you’re walking with Amy,
and you suggest a shortcut through an alley. Amy looks upset and says,
“No, I can’t do that. I’m not going that way.”

Validating Amy, you might say, “Oh, of course! I remember that you
were robbed in an alley last year. Come on, let’s walk this way instead.”

Level 5: Normalizing
Validating someone’s behavior as normal signals that how they

behaved or emotionally responded is no different from how others would
have reacted in similar circumstances.

When Amy’s favorite teacher retires, she shares with you that she’s sad
but thinks it’s silly, because he was just a teacher. You might say, “Of
course you’re sad. Anyone would be sad if their favorite teacher left.” It’s a
way of saying, “Hey, we’re with you in this human experience.”

Level 6: Signaling Trust
Level 6 validation signals genuine belief, trust, and confidence in the

other person, sometimes showing greater confidence in them than they have



in themselves: “I’m sure you can open an account on your own.” “I know
that you can figure out the directions.” “I think you can make this decision
for yourself.”

Level 7: Reciprocity
It’s often not what you say but how you say it. You’ve heard that a lot

throughout this workbook. Part of connecting with others and showing that
you understand and care about their experience is in matching their
intensity, tone, facial expressions, and gestures. You match their emotions.
Imagine that your friend has just won an award. Which scenario makes it
clear that you’re excited and proud? (A) Sitting quietly in your chair with a
slight smile and saying, “I’m so excited and proud,” or (B) Jumping up
when they enter the room, giving them a high five, smiling broadly, and
saying, “I’m so excited and proud!”

Imagine a friend telling you that they just lost their job or a scholarship. What
type of nonverbal signals are needed in this situation to match your friend’s
expression?

Don’t Validate the Invalid
Sometimes, though, validation may not fit the context. Perhaps your

friend becomes angry and quits a job she really needs, and her reasons for
quitting don’t make sense. You wouldn’t want to say that you understand
her behavior and that anyone would do the same. You don’t want to validate
what’s not valid. When our behavior is not in our best interest or is even
destructive, and we don’t recognize that, we need someone to kindly point
out our error and give corrective feedback.

Stephanie returned home following inpatient treatment, instead of
continuing in residential care, as was recommended. She didn’t
follow her eating plan and quickly lost weight. Her nutritionist,



parents, and the friends she’d made in treatment all validated how
difficult it can be to make changes and how hard it can be to
transition to home from an inpatient setting. They validated feelings
such as fear and anger. They also talked with her about her
decision to not follow her plan, though she insisted she was fine.
She was furious and repeatedly insisted that they didn’t understand
her and didn’t believe in her. Her friends, treatment team, and
parents all told her that they cared about her and that they saw her
engaging in eating-disordered behaviors. They said that they were
expressing what they saw and doing it out of caring.

Was Stephanie validated? Yes. Her feelings were validated as her
feelings, and the difficulty of the situation was validated. But her friends
and family didn’t validate her choices or behavior—that would have been
lying to her. They couldn’t say, “Yes, of course it’s okay to not follow your
eating plan. We can see you’ve got this under control.” Not only would that
be dishonest, but it would also be uncaring. Sometimes difficult feedback
gives important information from caring people. They could say, “We
understand that you think this way, but we don’t agree,” which would
validate her experience while still giving her crucial feedback. Feedback
about inaccurate thinking and perceptions can be lifesaving. Think about
how important it would be to tell a fellow cave dweller, “That’s not a sheep.
It’s a tiger!”

So Now You Know
In this chapter you learned ways to create and strengthen intimate
relationships, including genuine friendships, through activating social safety,
communication skills, showing up, and validation. You also learned how to
cope with rejection and the importance of invalidation. Becoming comfortable
with what you learned in this chapter may take a lot of practice. We hope
you’ll use it as a reference as you create your friendships and loving
relationships.



CHAPTER 13.  

Not Really a Chapter, Not Really an
Ending

Celebrate! You’ve come a long way. You’ve learned the importance of
relationships in recovering from an eating disorder. You’ve learned about
your personality style and how you form relationships. You’ve considered
your values and valued goals, and you know these will change as you
accomplish your goals and as time passes. You’ve considered the
information that uncomfortable sensations and emotions can give you about
yourself by practicing self-enquiry. You’ve learned how you might be using
armor to protect yourself, which can block relationships; how social
signaling impacts connections; and how to social signal in ways that build
relationships. And you’ve practiced what you’ve learned and are using it to
build a life you want to share with others. Congrats to you!

At the same time, finishing this workbook doesn’t mean you’re done.
Learning about yourself and continuing to grow psychologically is a
lifelong process. The skills you’ve learned here are tools to use in your
personal growth and connections with others for many years to come. Good
wishes to you from us—Ellen, Mima, and Karyn (and Tom and Erica
Lynch, too!)—as we all practice radical openness.

Learn everything you can, anytime you can, from anyone you can;
there will always come a time when you will be grateful you did. —
Sarah Caldwell
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* The use of the word “tribe” in RO DBT is meant to foster an
understanding of our evolutionary history—hunter-gatherer bands of people
that were dependent on each other for survival. These small groups were
more than families (they weren’t all genetically related) but less than a city,
state, or nation—these concepts were outside of humanity’s experience at
that time. This term is based on anthropological and evolutionary
psychological perspectives where hunter-gather tribes are generally
understood to have been egalitarian; everyone was equal in worth and
status. Our goal is to help clients (and therapists) understand that, from a
RO perspective, to be psychologically healthy, we are all evolutionarily
hard-wired to need a sense of belonging to a small group of people who
care about our well-being, and whom we care about.

** “Transdiagnostic” means that the treatment can be applied to many
different diagnoses, without tailoring the treatment to each one (McEvoy et
al. 2009).

*** Not providing adequate or appropriate adjustment to the
environment or situation.
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